
29 | Vol. 11 No. 1 June 2024                                                                                   M.Girsang et al. 

 

 

Analysis Paradox in Robert Frost’s The Road Not Taken 

Using Riffaterre’s Method 

 
Martina Girsang1, Intan Siti Nurhalimah Sihombing2, Norbetha Nike Lestari Daeli3, Tri Fazar Br 

Tumanggor4, Riska Wati Sihombing5 

{martinagirsang253@gmail.com1, sihombingintansn@gmail.com2, norbethadaeli@gmail.com3, 

trifazarr@gmail.com4, riskasihombing@gmail.com5} 

 

Universitas Methodist Indonesia, Indonesia12345  

 

DOI: 10.37729/scripta.v11i1.4236 to this article 

Abstract: This study uses Riffaterre's semiotic matrix theory as an analytical tool to look at Robert 

Frost's poem "The Road Not Taken". The intricacies and contradictions found in the poem can be better 

understood thanks to this theory, especially in light of the selected theme. It is clear from the analysis 

that the poem's linguistic devices and contradictions serve to both enhance the reading experience and 

provoke readers to consider how they come to their own decisions. The study's findings support the 

notion that Frost's poetry is timeless because it moves readers to think critically about the significance 

of their life decisions and the unanticipated results of their decisions. The findings emphasize the 

significance of hermeneutics in revealing the poems' underlying meanings as well as the reader's 

responsibility to interpret any inconsistencies or "ungrammaticalities" that may occur. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
 Literature is a work that expresses imagination in written form. Written works of literature are the 

expressions of imaginative thoughts expressed in meaningful languages [1]. A creative work of 

aesthetic worth, or beauty, literature tells stories in a variety of ways that pique readers' interest and 

should be appreciated by everybody [2]. Rich, elegant, and attractive language is frequently used in 

literature. The goal of the linguistic style employed is to draw the reader in and provide an engaging 

and delightful reading experience. Moreover, the goal of writing literature is frequently to evoke 

strong feelings in the reader. A well-written work of literature has the power to evoke powerful 

emotions in the reader and forge an emotional bond with them, whether those emotions be joy, sorrow, 

terror, or wrath. Through fiction or non-fiction works, people may use literature to illustrate and 

explore their ideas, emotions, and imaginations [3]. Literature has long been fascinated by the idea of 

choice and how it affects the human psyche [4].  

Literary works are distinct from other types of writing, including factual materials like 

instructional books and news articles, to grasp what authors are trying to say when they read literary 

works, one must be able to think critically [5]. Literature consists of prose, poetry, and drama. Prose 

is written or spoken language in its usual form and has no metrical structure [6]. Unlike poetry, this 

prose is a literary work produced in everyday language without adhering to a set meter or rhyme 

scheme. Moreover, it is impossible to divorce the evolution of prose from that of the novel; in fact, 

one could argue that writing was the source of the novel. performance of prose-specific oral texts, to 

pinpoint eye-movement correlates of their individual reading methods, and to evaluate the extent to 

which reading behavior particular to a genre mirrors the formation of phonetic surface form [7]. Drama 

is a creative art form that is presented in front of an audience as straightforward conversation with the 

intention of instructing and entertaining them [8]. Dramatic writing is a type of literature intended for 

theatrical performance by performers. A playwright writes the dialogue and the action of a drama.  

Furthermore, poetry is frequently used to convey messages or specific values, such as moral 

principles or educational objectives, this can also serve as a guide to provide insight or reflection on 

daily life [9]. Poetry employs words to produce images, sounds, and ideas—all of which are usually 

ambiguous unless the reader provides a detailed description of them [10]. 
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Poetry is difficult to understand based on its meaning. Literature has long been fascinated by the 

idea of choice and how it affects the human psyche. A poem is a unique form of literary expression. 

Poetry frequently combines a variety of vocabulary and language styles, allowing student to 

experiment with different ways of expressing ideas and emotions [11]. Its sentences often go beyond 

literal interpretations of individual words. This is due to the fact that poetry conveys things indirectly, 

such as wrapping up meaning by transforming language into unique signs [12]. Consequently, 

understanding the meaning of a poem requires more than a conventional language analysis, as almost 

99% of its meaning is implicit. The most suitable method for interpreting a poem is through the 

semiotic approach [13]. In this perspective, words are not viewed merely as words but as semiotic 

signs, representing not only factual information but also conveying meanings beyond the facts 

themselves. In semiotics, language and literary systems function as meaningful sign systems that use 

the medium of language. Semiotics is a field of science that studies the numerous items and 

occurrences present in cultural as symbols [14]. The field encompasses numerous theories that explain 

how symbols convey concepts, items, states, circumstances, thoughts, and situations inherent in things 

other than the symbol itself [15]. 

Studies on Robert Frost's "The Road Not Taken" have been conducted by many different 

researchers, including Nanda Husaini and Silvi Listia as an analytical framework, this study draws on 

the thesis put forward by Perrine in his book "Perrine's Literature: Structure, Sound, and Sense"[16]. 

The research reveals that the poem "The Road Not Taken" embodies the values of American culture, 

particularly the individualistic aspects of American society and the idea of the "American dream." 

This conclusion demonstrates that Frost's poem is not just a literary masterpiece but also a reflection 

of American culture and ideals in general.  

Then, according to Ery Dwi Lestari  the findings of the analysis of Robert Frost's poem "The Road 

Not Taken" indicate that the poetry employs three different forms of figurative language—two 

metaphors, two personifications, and one symbol—for a total of five figurative languages [17]. 

Metaphor and personification predominate as figurative language patterns in this poetry. The literary 

criticism method is the theory applied in this study to analyze the poem's metaphorical language. 

Furthermore, Martina Girsang et al   based on a thorough analysis, the poem "The Road Not Taken" 

by Robert Frost employs symbolism to explain life's options and choices[18]. One might reflect on 

decisions and the effects of those decisions in one's life by using symbols like the forked road, autumn, 

and the road less traveled. The idea of literary symbolism serves as an analytical foundation for this 

study's interpretation of the poem's deeper meaning. 
Robert Frost, an American poet, is well-known for his poems that depict the outdoors and the 

countryside. He born on March 26, 1874 in San Francisco, California. Frost's first two poetry 

collections, "A Boy's Will"  and "North of Boston" , were published in England. Both volumes were 

well-received by critics and contributed to the poet's rise to fame. Frost is renowned for his 

straightforward yet profound writing style, which uses common words to depict the natural world and 

country life. He frequently employs conventional meter and sonnet-style poetry structures. Frost also 

frequently addresses universal themes in his poetry, like identity, loneliness, nature, and grief. He also 

frequently examines the interaction between people and the natural world as well as internal tensions. 

Hailing from San Francisco, he gained widespread recognition for his writings, including "The Road 

Not Taken" and "Stopping by the Woods on a Snowy Evening". Frost rose to prominence in American 

literature in the 20th century, winning four Pulitzer Prizes for his evocative and frequently 

introspective poems that perfectly captured the spirit of New England life.  

One of the most well-known treatments of this topic is Robert Frost's poem "The Road Not Taken," 

which has enthralled readers and critics alike with its deceptively simple story and profound 

underlying meanings. Though he has a striking range of themes, Robert Frost has mostly examined 

how humans interact with nature through brief encounters that operate as allegories for more 

significant facets of human nature [19]. The poem's depiction of nature's soft and compassionate 

surface envelops potential threats, while death is concealed behind strange and shadowy trees [20]. 

This study uses Riffaterre's semiotic matrix theory, a technique that provides a sophisticated 

framework for literary analysis, to delve into the poem's complexities. Semiotic theory is an effective 

method of analysis for delving deeper into literary works and exploring the various levels of semantics 

and symbolism that exist inside them. The boundary of a text is the immediate thing readers notice in 

a literary work and serves as an early signal that aids readers in their comprehension, allowing them 

to focus on investigating the semantic and symbolic qualities associated with this boundary and how 

it becomes a major point of alignment [21]. Poetry relies on the matrix for its meaning. The matrix 

generally is not present in the poetry's text. The matrix is transformed into a model, which is reflected 



31 | Vol. 11 No. 1 June 2024                                                                                   M.Girsang et al. 

 

in the poetry's content [22]. The matrix, the core of completeness will connect the poetry's opposing 

pairings and serve as the foundation for its numerous relationships [23]. According to Riffaterre [12], 

the poem is generated from a matrix of keyword transformations that are actualized into a model and 

then sequentially transformed into variants. According to Riffaterre, the matrix is the straightforward, 

literal sentence that acts as the foundation for the meaning that the poem creates. It is also described 

as an abstract underlying structure that is never actualized on its own [24].  

The goal of the research is to identify the complex contradictions and paradoxes that are present 

in the poem by concentrating on the linguistic components that are essential in determining its 

meaning. The paradox is further illustrated by the necessity of representation and transmission of 

mysteries and secrets in order to ensure their preservation, even though they are by nature obscure or 

incompletely understood [25]. Although using paradox in writing opens up many creative options, 

there are drawbacks for authors as well. It might be challenging to walk the thin line between clarity 

and ambiguity [26]. A paradox is an argument that begins with plausible premises and then leads to 

an illogical conclusion [27]. Paradox is an artistic expression that makes poetic language better [28]. 

According to Vicente, paradox is a phenomenon that has the power to alter people's perceptions and 

open their minds [29]. Because it stresses the reader's role in deriving meaning from the text and takes 

into consideration the interaction between the poem's structure and reception. Riffaterre's theory is 

especially well-suited to this problem.  Despite their apparent irrationality, paradoxes are really 

understood as the underlying principle of many logical and philosophical claims [30]. 

By approaching the topic from this angle, it will be possible to examine how the speaker in The 

Road Not Taken comes to decisions and how those decisions relate to the poem's overall themes of 

life's journey and the pivotal moments that shape our existence. This analysis will show how the 

poem's matrix offers readers a deeper reading experience by encouraging them to consider the nature 

of choice and the possible unintended repercussions of their decisions.  

 

2. METHOD 
This study will examine the paradox of choice in Robert Frost's poem "The Road Not Taken" 

through the lens of Riffaterre's semiotic matrix theory. This theory provides a comprehensive approach 

to literary analysis by contending that readers may not always understand a text directly; rather, the 

ungrammaticality that jars readers may aid in their understanding. The author attempts to define the 

terminology paradox in order to prevent misinterpretations or unclear interpretations of the terms used 

in this study [31]. Interpreting a text partially or fully through references to other texts is what M. 

Riffaterre refers to as intertextuality. Intertextuality is defined as the foundation for the existence and 

production of all texts [32]. Intertextuality refers to the realization of actual relationships between 

texts in the reconstruction or replication of texts from preceding texts. As a result, the discourse of 

intertextuality is not limited to a singular text [33]. Through the identification of linguistic components 

that are crucial to the construction of meaning, Riffaterre's semiotic matrix theory facilitates the 

deciphering of the internal organization of poetry. Identifying and interpreting signs and symbols is 

the semiotic method of Riffaterre's theory of analysis, which helps readers comprehend the meaning 

in literary works, particularly poetry [34]. To influence one's cognition of the text and conscious 

triumph over the signs of the text, semiotics is considered an effective technique. It is used to affect 

the hidden layers of the text and gain access to its themes [35]. 

A more thorough comprehension of the ways in which these components interact and influence 

one another is made possible by the application of the semiotic matrix. The semiotic matrix aids in 

identifying errors or grammaticality in sentence structure, rhythm, and word choice that might deviate 

from the intended reading. A comparable and similar yearning to combine life and art, the real and 

the unknown in terms of spirituality, or even to explore the potential of doing so: a matrix that we 

cannot fathom [36]. This identification facilitates a more profound comprehension of meaning and 

supports hermeneutic interpretation [37]. While there are many subcategories within the genre, 

including psychological, religious, industrial, proletarian, and social, social novels are the ones that 

serve as a matrix for the intersection of social institutions, culture, demographics, and ideologies [38]. 

The poem is the consequence of the matrix's metamorphosis through linguistic expansion with a series 

of representational indicators. However, the matrix itself can only be detected through the hypogram, 

which is a habit acquired from the expression of significance [39]. This research use a descriptive 

qualitative approach was used in this study's methodology, which is especially useful for examining 

literary texts like poetry. The qualitative technique is an improving approach that incorporates files, 
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visuals and audio, open-ended questions, interview data, and observation data [40]. Qualitative 

descriptive research is a study method which offers a thorough description of instances, explores their 

connections, and comprehends occurrences in their natural setting [41]. Descriptive qualitative 

research seeks to present a structured, correct, and factual overview regarding the facts, characteristics, 

and interactions among the phenomena under consideration [42]. The researcher employed the 

descriptive qualitative approach to explain every aspect that was discovered in the poem [43]. In order 

to create data, this procedure is used to explain it in the description form. The research employs a 

descriptive, qualitative methodology, and it provides a realistic, precise, and methodical description 

of the investigation [44]. 

This analysis represents a comprehensive and consequential approach to the subject. The 

paradigms arising from mathematical theory provide an understanding of mathematical constructions 

that enable the relationship between generally accepted knowledge and what exists in a formal 

structure. In "The Road Not Taken", Riffaterre's semiotic theory increases understanding of 

perception, develops a more nuanced interpretive framework, and indicates that perception can be 

formed through hermeneutic and ketidakgrammatical processes rather than physical perception [45]. 

 

3. FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION 
Reading Robert Frost's poem "The Road Not Taken" is made more enjoyable by the way the poem 

presents the paradox of choice at its core. The speaker has to decide which of the forest's routes to 

take at the beginning. 

 

Two roads diverged in a yellow wood, 

And sorry I could not travel both 

 

According to Riffaterre's semiotic theory, the stanza "And sorry I could not travel both" is 

definitely related to a mathematical concept. This means that humans have a limited capacity for 

making decisions and cannot experience every possibility. According to Riffaterre's theory of 

mathematics, mathematics is a structured semiotic structure that provides more depth to texts. 

Linguistic inconsistency, or linguistic consistency, frequently presents this matrix and encourages 

students to engage in more in-depth interpretation. 

This stanza highlights the paradox that arises between the need to investigate every avenue and 

the challenge of narrowing one's options. It is implied that people do not have many options in life 

when the speaker of the poem laments not being able to take both routes. Despite our desire to 

experience both, we are frequently forced to select one and forgo the otherThis stanza highlights the 

differences between infinite possibilities and infinite choices, as well as between reality and desire. 

This gives the poem's matrix a dynamic that enhances the reading experience and forces readers to 

consider the decisions they make and how those decisions affect the story of their lives. This 

contradiction serves as the focal point of the poem's matrix, enticing readers to ponder over the themes 

and consequences for their choices. 

Though as for that the passing there  

Had worn them really about the same, 

 

Riffaterre's matrix theory uses the stanza "Had worn them really about the same” as a means of 

illuminating the poem's matrix. The literary work has a deep and all-encompassing meaning because 

of the matrix, the semiotic structure concealed behind the text. The speaker is presented with a choice 

between two seemingly distinct roads at the beginning of the poem; one of them seems to be less 

traveled, leading one to assume that the less traveled road will offer a different experience. This is 

frequently interpreted as a metaphor for choosing unusual paths in life. 

However, the stanza "Had worn them really about the same" implies that there has been nearly 

equal traffic on both roads. The reader is prompted to engage in a more thorough hermeneutic, or 

interpretive, process by this inconsistency. It would be wise for readers to reassess their interpretation 

of the poem and take into account the possibility that the distinctions between the available options 

are not as clear-cut as they first seem. The matrix under discussion indicates that decisions we make 

in life are frequently more nuanced and confusing than we realize. This stanza raises a paradox that 

casts doubt on the notion that there is a choice or path that is entirely less taken. The poem instead 

makes the argument that seemingly disparate decisions could ultimately lead to the same outcome and 
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that the significance of those decisions may come from the stories and perceptions we create about 

the world rather than from the decisions' actual, objective reality. 

 

I shall be telling this with a sigh.  

Somewhere ages and ages hence:  

Two roads diverged in a wood, and I- 

I took the one less traveled by,  

And that has made all the difference. 

 

When faced with a choice between two paths in the forest, the speaker takes the one that appears 

to be less traveled. As the poem comes to a close, the speaker considers how he will provide an 

explanation for this choice.. The line "I shall be telling this with a sigh" in the stanza presents a paradox 

because the word "sigh" has multiple meanings. A "sigh" can convey contentment with the result or 

regret over a choice not taken. This leaves the speaker's feelings regarding his choice unclear. This 

paradox illustrates how our life decisions are frequently repeated with nuanced emotional overtones, 

giving the poem's story more depth. The speaker's reference to a "sigh" may indicate a more in-depth 

contemplation of life and past decisions, as our recollections and narratives of them may evolve over 

time. 

Choosing the way, the speaker adds "less traveled by" has "made all the difference", implying that 

the choice they made had an effect on their life. However, the poem does not explicitly specify whether 

the impact is positive or negative.The reader is given the opportunity to interpret whether the resulting 

difference is considered a desirable outcome or an outcome that the speaker may be unfortunate for. 

 And be one traveler, long I stood 

 And looked down one as far as I could 

 

When reading poetry, one should search for a single theme that runs through the entire work, 

known as the "matricial" notion, which might be as simple as a single word yet continually takes the 

most implausible propositional form [46]. As stated by Riffaterre, readers can engage different 

interpretative matrices depending on their level of language proficiency and expertise. Texts offer a 

wide range of interpretive alternatives.   

The paradox in this line comes from the contrast between the action of remaining motionless "long 

I stood" and the implicit movement of glancing down the street. Depending on whatever interpretation 

matrix they engage, readers may perceive this paradox differently, according to Riffaterre's theory. 

While some readers might place more emphasis on the speaker's literal meaning and the physical act 

of standing, others would highlight the speaker's contemplation's metaphorical significance. 

Furthermore, by recognizing alternative interpretations, readers may be able to question the 

standard interpretation of the text, based on concept of deviant reading. For instance, the reader may 

interpret a paradox as a symbolizing the conflict that arises between the need to preserve consistency 

and a desire to consider new alternatives. Overall, paradoxes like this verse can inspire a wider range 

of readings and improve the reader's mood. Riffaterre's idea of matrix semiotics emphasizes the 

dynamic link between the text and the reader. 

 

Then took the other, as just as fair, 

And having perhaps the better claim, 

Because it was grassy and wanted wear; 

 

In this line, the speaker creates a paradox by stating that the second road "might" have a greater 

claim because it is "grassy and wanted wear". This statement questions common wisdom about what 

makes a superior claim or choice. As stated in Riffaterre's thesis, readers can interpret this paradox in 

several ways, based on the interpretative matrix they use. 

Several readers may prefer a literal meaning, which focuses on the physical characteristics of the 

second street, whereas others may prefer a figurative interpretation, which takes into account factors 

other than surface appearance. Furthermore, readers might examine deviant readings, which 

purposefully question traditional understandings in order to uncover alternate meanings in the text. 

Ultimately, Riffaterre's matrix semiotics theory highlights the difficulty of text interpretation and how 

paradoxes like this stanza help to promote various interpretations and a greater knowledge of poetry. 

And both that morning equally lay 
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In leaves no step had trodden black. 

 

The speaker claims that both paths are "equally lay / in leaves no step had trodden black." This 

paradox calls into question the standard view of decision and consequence since it implies that all 

routes are equally untrodden, with the same opportunity for exploration and discovery. This explains 

why this stanza involves a paradox. According to Riffaterre's thesis, readers can interpret this 

contradiction in several ways depending on which interpretation matrix they use. 

A few readers may prefer the literal reading, focusing on the physical description of the road, 

whereas others may be more interested in the metaphorical meaning, taking into account the larger 

significance of the speaker's choice. Readers may also experiment with deviant readings, intentionally 

challenging standard interpretations in order to discover alternate meanings in the text. Riffaterre's 

approach emphasizes the constantly changing relationship between the text and the reader, with 

paradoxes like this stanza encouraging readers to contemplate the difficulties of making decisions and 

the existential ramifications of their choices. By engaging in the paradox, readers are invited to 

broaden their knowledge of the poem beyond standard readings. 

 

Oh, I kept the first for another day! 

Yet knowing how way leads on to way, 

I doubted if I should ever come back. 

 

The paradox in this verse stems from the speaker's assertion that, despite acknowledging the 

uncertainty of returning and recalling the possibility of a deviant path, he is "kept the first for another 

day." This paradox calls into question conventional notions of choice and consequence by implying 

that people should both seize and pass up opportunities. As stated in Riffaterre's theory, readers can 

interpret this contradiction in several ways depending upon which interpretation matrix they use. 

Certain readers might prefer a literal explanation, emphasizing the speaker's original desire to 

return the first time, but others may analyze the metaphorical connotations, taking into account the 

more general concepts of choice-making and regret. Moreover, readers may consider deviant readings, 

which purposefully challenge standard interpretations in order to identify alternate interpretations in 

the text. Furthermore, Riffaterre's theory highlights the dynamic interplay between texts and reader, 

highlighting how paradoxes like this stanza can inspire multiple readings and enhance the reading 

experience. By dealing with paradoxes, readers are encouraged to explore the unpredictable aspects 

of life's journey and the complexities of decisions made, allowing them to gain a deeper understanding 

of the poem than conventional readings. 

 

4. CONCLUSION 
Finally, by using Riffaterre's semiotic matrix theory to analyze the complex layers of Robert Frost's 

"The Road Not Taken," this study has been able to uncover the poem's underlying paradoxes and the 

significant implications of choice it offers. By using this theory, we have been able to understand the 

intricate workings of the speaker's decision-making process as well as the linguistic subtleties that 

play a crucial role in determining the poem's meaning. According to the analysis, the poem's matrix 

both enhances the reading experience and encourages readers to consider how they make decisions in 

their own lives. The poem's capacity to speak to readers personally and make them consider the 

unintended consequences of their decisions highlights both its enduring relevance and the ability of 

literature to reflect the human condition. This researchers has shown the semiotic matrix theory to be 

a very useful tool, providing a rigid but adaptable framework for literary analysis. As we draw to a 

close, it is evident that the lessons learned from "The Road Not Taken" have as much to do with our 

own life's journeys as they do with the lines of Frost's classic poem. As was already noted, there  

are a lot of lessons from “The Road Not Taken” that apply to our own life experiences. Like the poet, 

everyone has a lot of options to make in life. Every action we make has an effect, so it’s critical that 

we thoroughly weigh those effects before acting. 

Life has no proper route, as this poetry serves as a reminder. Every route has its challenges and 

beauties. The most crucial thing is that we have the courage to take chances, grow from our mistakes, 

and never look back on our decisions. The classic poem “The Road Not Taken” continues to inspire 

readers today. We can obtain a better knowledge of the semiotic matrix’s meaning and apply what we 

learn to our daily lives. 
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