
types of figure of speech in
literature
Types of figure of speech in literature are essential tools that writers use
to enhance their storytelling, evoke emotions, and create vivid imagery.
These rhetorical devices allow authors to express complex ideas in a
relatable manner, making their writing more engaging and memorable.
Understanding the various types of figures of speech can deepen our
appreciation of literature and improve our own writing skills. In this
article, we will explore the most common figures of speech, their
definitions, examples, and their impact on literature.

What is a Figure of Speech?

A figure of speech is a word or phrase used in a non-literal sense to convey
a rhetorical effect. They are often employed to create comparisons,
exaggerate, or invoke emotion in a reader. Figures of speech can transform
mundane language into something extraordinary, inviting readers to see the
world from a fresh perspective.

Common Types of Figures of Speech

There are several prominent types of figures of speech, each serving a unique
purpose. Below are some of the most common figures of speech used in
literature:

1. Simile

A simile is a comparison between two different things using the words "like"
or "as." This figure of speech highlights similarities between disparate
objects or ideas, making descriptions more relatable and vivid.

- Example: "Her smile was like the sun, brightening even the darkest day."
- Effect: Similes create clear images in the reader's mind, making abstract
concepts more tangible.

2. Metaphor

A metaphor is a direct comparison between two unlike things, suggesting that
one is the other. Unlike similes, metaphors do not use "like" or "as" and can



be more impactful.

- Example: "Time is a thief that steals our moments."
- Effect: Metaphors can evoke deeper understanding and emotional responses by
presenting a new perspective on a subject.

3. Personification

Personification involves attributing human qualities or emotions to non-human
entities, such as animals, objects, or abstract concepts. This figure of
speech helps readers relate to inanimate objects or ideas.

- Example: "The wind whispered through the trees."
- Effect: Personification can create a more immersive experience by making
the environment feel alive and engaging.

4. Hyperbole

Hyperbole is an exaggerated statement not meant to be taken literally. It
emphasizes a feeling or quality by overstating the truth.

- Example: "I’m so hungry I could eat a horse."
- Effect: Hyperbole adds humor, drama, or emphasis to a statement, often
making it more memorable.

5. Alliteration

Alliteration is the repetition of the same consonant sound at the beginning
of adjacent or closely connected words. It is often used in poetry and prose
to create rhythm and musicality.

- Example: "Peter Piper picked a peck of pickled peppers."
- Effect: Alliteration can enhance the aesthetic quality of language, making
it more pleasing to the ear.

6. Onomatopoeia

Onomatopoeia refers to words that phonetically imitate or resemble the sound
they describe. This figure of speech can bring scenes to life, making them
more dynamic and vivid.

- Example: "The bees buzzed around the garden."
- Effect: Onomatopoeia engages the reader’s senses and adds a layer of



realism to the narrative.

7. Oxymoron

An oxymoron is a figure of speech that combines contradictory terms to create
a paradoxical effect. This device often highlights the complexity of a
situation or emotion.

- Example: "Deafening silence."
- Effect: Oxymorons provoke thought and illustrate the intricacies of human
experiences.

8. Idiom

An idiom is a phrase that has a figurative meaning different from its literal
meaning. Idioms are often culturally specific and can add color to language.

- Example: "Kick the bucket" (meaning to die).
- Effect: Idioms create a sense of familiarity and cultural depth, making
dialogue more relatable.

9. Irony

Irony is a figure of speech where the intended meaning is opposite to the
literal meaning. It can be situational, verbal, or dramatic.

- Example: A fire station burns down.
- Effect: Irony often adds humor or poignancy to a narrative, highlighting
the unpredictability of life.

10. Synecdoche

Synecdoche is a figure of speech in which a part represents the whole or vice
versa. This device allows for a more concise expression of ideas.

- Example: "All hands on deck" (where "hands" refers to sailors).
- Effect: Synecdoche can create a sense of unity or highlight specific
aspects of a subject.

11. Metonymy

Metonymy involves substituting the name of one thing with the name of



something closely associated with it. This figure of speech helps to create a
more vivid image.

- Example: "The White House issued a statement."
- Effect: Metonymy can simplify complex ideas and make them more relatable.

12. Antithesis

Antithesis is a rhetorical device that juxtaposes contrasting ideas in a
balanced structure. This figure of speech emphasizes differences and can
create a memorable contrast.

- Example: "It was the best of times, it was the worst of times."
- Effect: Antithesis can highlight complexity and duality in themes and
concepts.

13. Apostrophe

Apostrophe is a figure of speech in which a speaker addresses an absent
person, an abstract idea, or a thing. It is often used to express emotions or
thoughts.

- Example: "O Death, where is thy sting?"
- Effect: Apostrophe creates a dramatic effect and allows characters or
narrators to express their innermost feelings.

14. Chiasmus

Chiasmus is a rhetorical figure in which words, grammatical constructions, or
concepts are repeated in reverse order. It creates a mirror effect that
emphasizes a particular idea.

- Example: "Never let a fool kiss you or a kiss fool you."
- Effect: Chiasmus adds rhythm and highlights the relationship between ideas.

The Impact of Figures of Speech in Literature

The use of figures of speech greatly enhances literature by:

- Evoking Emotion: Figures of speech often appeal to emotions, allowing
readers to connect with characters and situations on a deeper level.
- Creating Imagery: They paint vivid pictures in the reader’s mind, making
abstract concepts easier to understand.



- Adding Depth: These devices add layers of meaning to texts, encouraging
readers to think critically and interpret various themes.
- Enhancing Rhythm and Flow: Figures of speech can contribute to the rhythm
and musicality of writing, making it more enjoyable to read.

Conclusion

Understanding the types of figures of speech in literature not only enriches
our reading experience but also empowers us to become better writers. These
devices serve as bridges between the writer's intent and the reader's
interpretation, making literature a dynamic and interactive realm. As you
explore various texts, pay attention to how authors utilize these figures of
speech to create meaning and evoke emotions. By recognizing and employing
these tools in your writing, you can craft more compelling and impactful
narratives.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is a metaphor and how is it used in literature?
A metaphor is a figure of speech that makes a direct comparison between two
unrelated things by stating that one is the other. It's used to create vivid
imagery and convey deeper meanings, such as in Shakespeare's 'All the world's
a stage.'

Can you explain what a simile is?
A simile is a figure of speech that compares two different things using the
words 'like' or 'as.' It enhances descriptions, such as in the phrase 'as
brave as a lion.'

What role does personification play in literature?
Personification is a figure of speech that attributes human characteristics
to non-human entities. It helps create emotional connections, as in 'The wind
whispered through the trees.'

What is alliteration and where is it commonly found?
Alliteration is the repetition of the same initial consonant sounds in a
sequence of words. It's commonly found in poetry and prose, such as in 'Peter
Piper picked a peck of pickled peppers.'



How is hyperbole used for effect in writing?
Hyperbole is an exaggerated statement not meant to be taken literally, used
for emphasis or humor, such as 'I'm so hungry I could eat a horse.'

What is an oxymoron and can you give an example?
An oxymoron is a figure of speech that combines contradictory terms, creating
a paradoxical effect. An example is 'deafening silence.'

What does the term 'idiom' refer to in literature?
An idiom is a phrase or expression that has a figurative meaning different
from its literal meaning, often culturally specific, like 'kick the bucket'
meaning to die.

Can you define irony in the context of literature?
Irony is a figure of speech where the intended meaning is opposite to the
literal meaning. It's often used for humor or to highlight contradictions, as
in a fire station burning down.

What is anaphora and how is it used in writing?
Anaphora is the repetition of a word or phrase at the beginning of successive
clauses or sentences. It's often used for emphasis and rhythm, as seen in
Martin Luther King Jr.'s 'I have a dream' speech.

What is the purpose of symbolism in literature?
Symbolism is a figure of speech where symbols are used to represent ideas or
qualities. It adds depth to writing, such as the use of a dove to symbolize
peace.
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