
 
 
FIGURATIVE LANGUAGE COMPILED BY GEORGE ALIZADEH 

Figurative language is language that is not meant literally. For instance, the understatement 
in “Do you have a second?” is a figurative device, since, if taken literally, it can lead to a 
misunderstanding. However, alliteration is not a figurative device; it is a sound device.  

 

This list is by no means an exhaustive list; however, it does contain the most significant 
figurative devices.  
 

Device  Meaning & Example  

Metaphor  Metaphor is a figure of speech that makes an implicit, implied, or hidden 
comparison between two things that are unrelated, but which share some 
common characteristics. In other words, a resemblance of two contradictory 
or different objects is made based on a single or some common characteristics. 

 

My brother was boiling mad. (This implies he was too angry.) 

The assignment was a breeze. (This implies that the assignment was not 
difficult.) 

Extended Metaphor The term “extended metaphor” refers to a comparison between two unlike 
things that continues throughout a series of sentences in a paragraph, or lines 
in a poem. It is often comprised of more than one sentence, and sometimes 
consists of a full paragraph. 

 

“Bobby Holloway says my imagination is a three-hundred-ring circus. Currently 
I was in ring two hundred and ninety-nine, with elephants dancing and clowns 
cart wheeling and tigers leaping through rings of fire. The time had come to 
step back, leave the main tent, go buy some popcorn and a Coke, bliss out, 
cool down.” 

Simile  A simile is a figure of speech that makes a comparison, showing similarities 
between two different things. Unlike a metaphor, a simile draws resemblance 
with the help of the words “like” or “as.” Therefore, it is a direct comparison. 

 

Our soldiers are as brave as lions. 

Her cheeks are red like a rose. 

He is as funny as a monkey. 

Personification  Personification is a figure of speech in which a thing – an idea or an animal – is 
given human attributes. The non-human objects are portrayed in such a way 
that we feel they have the ability to act like human beings. For example, when 
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we say, “The sky weeps,” we are giving the sky the ability to cry, which is a 
human quality. Thus, we can say that the sky has been personified in the given 
sentence. 

 

Look at my car. She is a beauty, isn’t she? 

The wind whispered through dry grass. 

The flowers danced in the gentle breeze. 

Allusion  Allusion and poetry seem to go hand in hand – each one makes the other 
stronger. An allusion is a word or phrase designed to call something to mind, 
without mentioning that thing explicitly. This something in poetry can be 
anything, from another literary work, to the Bible, to popular events. 

 

His opponent was looking for his Achilles’ heel to beat him. 

The property tycoon named his housing society Eden Garden. 

The decision of the apex court would certainly open Pandora’s Box. 

Anthropomorphism  Anthropomorphism is a literary device that can be defined as a technique in 
which a writer ascribes human traits, ambitions, emotions, or entire behaviors 
to animals, non-human beings, natural phenomena, or objects. 

 

Personification is an act of giving human characteristics to animals or objects 
to create imagery, while anthropomorphism aims to make an animal or object 
behave and appear like it is a human being. 

 

Pinocchio, the famous wooden doll, was anthropomorphized when he was 
given the ability to talk, walk, think, and feel like real boy. Fables and fairy tales 
usually have characters that can serve as anthropomorphism examples. 

Pun A pun is a play on words that produces a humorous effect by using a word that 
suggests two or more meanings, or by exploiting similar sounding words that 
have different meanings. 

 

Humorous effects created by puns depend upon the ambiguities the words 
entail. These ambiguities arise mostly in homophones and homonyms. For 
instance, in the sentence, “A happy life depends on a liver,” the word liver can 
refer to the bodily organ, or simply a person who lives. Similarly, in the saying 
“Atheism is a non-prophet institution,” the word “prophet” is used instead of 
“profit” to produce a humorous effect. 
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Metonymy  Metonymy is a figure of speech that replaces the name of a thing with the 
name of something else with which it is closely associated. We can come 
across examples of metonymy both from literature and in everyday life. 

 

Metonymy is often confused with another figure of speech called 
“synecdoche.” These devices resemble one another, but are not the same. 
Synecdoche refers to a thing by the name of one of its parts. For example, 
calling a car “a wheel” is a synecdoche, as a part of a car – the “wheel” – 
stands for the whole car. 

 

In a metonymy, on the other hand, the word we use to describe another thing 
is closely linked to that particular thing, but is not a part of it. For example, the 
word “crown” is used to refer to power or authority is a metonymy. It is not a 
part of the thing it represents. 

Synecdoche  Synecdoche is a literary device in which a part of something represents the 
whole, or it may use a whole to represent a part. Synecdoche may also use 
larger groups to refer to smaller groups, or vice versa. It may also call a thing 
by the name of the material it is made of, or it may refer to a thing in a 
container or packaging by the name of that container or packing. 

Hyperbole Hyperbole, derived from a Greek word meaning “over-casting,” is a figure of 
speech that involves an exaggeration of ideas for the sake of emphasis. 

 

My grandmother is as old as the hills. 

Your suitcase weighs a ton! 

She is as heavy as an elephant! 

Understatement  An understatement is a figure of speech employed by writers or speakers to 
intentionally make a situation seem less important than it really is. 

 

An understatement usually has an ironic effect, as an equally intense response 
is expected in severe situations, but the statement in response is the opposite 
of what was expected. For instance, your friend returns your new coat with a 
large wine stain on the front of it. In response, you make an understatement, 
“It doesn’t look too bad.” Therefore, an understatement is opposite to another 
figure of speech, hyperbole, which is an overstatement. 

Irony Irony is a figure of speech in which words are used in such a way that their 
intended meaning is different from the actual meaning of the words. It may 
also be a situation that ends up in quite a different way than what is generally 
anticipated. In simple words, it is a difference between appearance and reality. 
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On the grounds of the above definition, we distinguish two basic types of 
irony: (1) verbal irony, (2) situational irony, (3) dramatic irony. Verbal irony 
involves what one does not mean. For example, when in response to a foolish 
idea, we say, “What a great idea!” This is verbal irony. Situational irony occurs 
when, for instance, a man is chuckling at the misfortune of another, even 
when the same misfortune is, unbeknownst to him, befalling him. 

 

Dramatic irony is frequently employed by writers in their works. In situational 
irony, both the characters and the audience are fully unaware of the 
implications of the real situation. In dramatic irony, the characters are 
oblivious of the situation, but the audience is not. For example, in 
Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet, we know well before the characters that they 
are going to die. In real life circumstances, irony may be comical, bitter, or 
sometimes unbearably offensive. 

Symbol Symbolism is the use of symbols to signify ideas and qualities, by giving them 
symbolic meanings that are different from their literal sense. 

 

Symbolism can take different forms. Generally, it is an object representing 
another, to give an entirely different meaning that is much deeper and more 
significant. Sometimes, however, an action, an event or a word spoken by 
someone may have a symbolic value. For instance, “smile” is a symbol of 
friendship. Similarly, the action of someone smiling at you may stand as a 
symbol of the feeling of affection which that person has for you. 

Proverb A proverb is a brief, simple, and popular saying, or a phrase that gives advice 
and effectively embodies a commonplace truth based on practical experience 
or common sense. A proverb may have an allegorical message behind its odd 
appearance. The reason of popularity is due to its usage in spoken language, as 
well as in folk literature. 

 

Early to bed and early to rise, makes a man healthy, wealthy and wise. 

Laugh and the world laughs with you, weep and you weep alone. 

Absence makes the heart grow fonder. 

Idiom The term idiom refers to a set expression or a phrase comprising two or more 
words. An interesting fact regarding the device is that the expression is not 
interpreted literally. The phrase is understood to mean something quite 
different from what individual words of the phrase would imply. Alternatively, 
it can be said that the phrase is interpreted in a figurative sense. Further, 
idioms vary in different cultures and countries. 
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Apostrophe  Apostrophe is one of the more elusive literary devices and presents students 
with difficulty in identifying its usage. Not to be confused with the punctuation 
mark of the same name, apostrophe is a rhetorical device used by playwrights 
and authors whenever their characters address a character that isn’t present in 
the scene. To make matters more confusing. An apostrophe is often used by 
characters who are addressing a personification or an idea. Once you learn the 
characteristics of an apostrophe, identifying the use of this literary device will 
be easy. 

Merism  Merism is a figure of speech by which something is referred to by a 
conventional phrase that enumerates several of its constituents or traits. 

 

Hook, line, and sinker. (To swallow something hook, line, and sinker means to 
swallow it completely.) 

High and low. (To search high and low means to look for something 
everywhere) 

Lock, stock, and barrel. (Referring to the different parts of a gun. As a mersim, 
it refers to the whole of any object) 

Flesh and bone. (Referring to the body). 

Search every nook and cranny. (Search everywhere). 

Euphemism  The term euphemism refers to polite, indirect expressions that replace words 
and phrases considered harsh and impolite, or which suggest something 
unpleasant. Euphemism is an idiomatic expression, which loses its literal 
meanings and refers to something else, in order to hide its unpleasantness. For 
example, “kick the bucket” is a euphemism that describes the death of a 
person. In addition, many organizations use the term “downsizing” for the 
distressing act of “firing” its employees. 

Dysphemism  Dysphemism is originated from the Greek word dys, means “miss,” or “none,” 
and pheme, which means “reputation,” or “speech.” It is a figure of speech 
that is defined as the use of disparaging or offensive expressions instead of 
inoffensive ones. Dysphemism is the use of negative expressions instead of 
positive ones. A speaker uses them to humiliate or degrade the disapproved 
person or character.  

 

Dysphemistic Epithets – The use of animal names, such as “pig,” “bitch,” “rat,” 
“dog,” or “snake.” 

Euphemistic Dysphemism – This is when a soft expression is used without 
offending. 

Dysphemistic Euphemism – It is used as a mockery between close friends 
without any animosity. 
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“-ist” Dysphemism – Targeted at a particular ethnicity. 

Homosexual Dysphemism – These terms are used regarding homosexuality 
like, “gay,” “faggot,” and “queer.” 

Name Dysphemism – It is used when someone is called by his name, rather 
than by using his proper title, such as “How are you Bill?” (Instead of “Uncle 
Bill”). 

Non–verbal Dysphemism – It is used when offending someone with gestures. 

Cross–cultural Dysphemism – Different slang terms are used as dysphemistic 
in one culture; on the other hand, they might have a totally different meaning 
in other cultures. For instance, “fag” is a slur used for gay man in American 
English, whereas, in British English it used for a cigarette. 

 

Oxymoron  Oxymoron is a figure of speech in which two opposite ideas are joined to 
create an effect. The common oxymoron phrase is a combination of an 
adjective preceded by a noun with contrasting meanings, such as “cruel 
kindness,” or “living death”. 

 

It is important to understand the difference between an oxymoron and a 
paradox. A paradox may consist of a sentence, or even a group of sentences. 
An oxymoron, on the other hand, is a combination of two contradictory or 
opposite words. A paradox seems contradictory to the general truth, but it 
does contain an implied truth. An oxymoron, however, may produce a 
dramatic effect, but does not make literal sense.  

 
 

Open secret 

Tragic comedy 

Seriously funny 

Paradox The term paradox is from the Greek word paradoxon, which means “contrary 
to expectations, existing belief, or perceived opinion.” 

It is a statement that appears to be self-contradictory or silly, but which may 
include a latent truth. It is also used to illustrate an opinion or statement 
contrary to accepted traditional ideas. A paradox is often used to make a 
reader think over an idea in innovative way. 

 

Your enemy’s friend is your enemy. 

I am nobody. 

“What a pity that youth must be wasted on the young.” – George Bernard 
Shaw 
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All definitions are taken from www.literarydevices.net.  

 

Analogy  An analogy is a comparison in which an idea or a thing is compared to another 
thing that is quite different from it. It aims at explaining that idea or thing by 
comparing it to something that is familiar. Metaphors and similes are tools 
used to draw an analogy. Therefore, analogy is more extensive and elaborate 
than either a simile or a metaphor. 

 

“The structure of an atom is like a solar system. The nucleus is the sun, and 
electrons are the planets revolving around their sun.” 

Litotes  This is the strategy of understatement often employed to provide subtle 
emphasis, frequently for ironic effect or to underline a passionate opinion: 
“The assassin was not unacquainted with danger.” 

Meiosis  A dismissive epithet, such as treehugger, or a humorously dismissive 
understatement (also known as tapinosis), such as the Monty Python and the 
Holy Grail gem “It’s just a flesh wound!” 

Paronomasia Punning wordplay, including any of many types, including homophonic or 
homographic puns, both of which are included in this example: “You can tune 
a guitar, but you can’t tuna fish. Unless of course, you play bass.” 


