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Chiasmus

ABBA antithesis:
reversing the order of words or

phrases
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Examples

• “It's not the men in my life, it's the life in
my men.” -- Mae West

• “When we talk to God, we’re said to be
praying, but when God talks to us, we’re
said to be schizophrenic.” -- Lily Tomlin
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Goals

• Learn the concept of Chiasmus

• Learn a procedure to create chiasmus
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Definition

• Chiasmus occurs when a sentence is
repeated with two words or phrases in
reverse order, or several in permuted order.
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When to use chiasmus

•  Two or more significant words or phrases
occur in same important sentence

•  Use especially for significant points—don’t
waste it on trivia
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Procedure

• Find two or more significant concepts, A
and B, that you wish to relate, compare, or
contrast.

• Put them in a sentence.

• Try to reverse them and keep the
surrounding sentence structure the same.

• Try it with “not” or antithesis on some other
word.
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Suggestions

• Look up synonyms for more choices.

• Try changing the part of speech of one of
the words.
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Examples from JFK

• “Ask not what your country can do for
you…”

• “Let us never negotiate out of fear, but let
us never fear to negotiate.”

• “Liberty without learning is always in peril
and learning without liberty is always in
vain.”
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Example

• Pluralism vs. dogmatism

• A problem with pluralism is its acceptance
of dogmatism.

• A problem with dogmatism is its rejection
of pluralism.
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Summary

• Chiasmus repeats with reversed (or
permuted) phrases

• Look for opportunities with your most
important points

• Try synonyms

• Try changing parts of speech

• Try combining with antithesis
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Wrap up

• Chiasmus can give you the most memorable
quotes.

• Attune yourself and possibilities will jump
out at you.


