
tell all the truth but tell it slant figurative
language
Tell all the truth but tell it slant is a phrase that encapsulates a profound understanding of
communication and the nuanced nature of truth. This idea, famously articulated by the American poet
Emily Dickinson, suggests that the delivery of truth should be approached with care, subtlety, and a
certain finesse. In this article, we will unpack the significance of this concept within the realm of
figurative language, exploring its implications and applications across various forms of
communication, including literature, art, and everyday interactions.

Understanding the Phrase: Origins and Meaning

Emily Dickinson's line, “Tell all the truth but tell it slant,” originates from her poem “Tell all the truth
but tell it slant.” The phrase urges us to consider the importance of perspective in communication. It
implies that truth, while essential, can be overwhelming or harsh when presented directly. Thus, a
more thoughtful approach might involve delivering truth through a slanted lens—using figurative
language, metaphors, and various literary devices to soften the impact.

Figurative Language: A Closer Look

Figurative language is a tool that writers and speakers use to convey meaning in imaginative and
creative ways. Here are some forms of figurative language that can help to "tell it slant":

1. Metaphor: A direct comparison between two unrelated things, enhancing understanding by
highlighting similarities.

2. Simile: Similar to a metaphor but uses "like" or "as" to draw comparison, making descriptions more
relatable.

3. Personification: Attributing human characteristics to non-human entities, allowing readers to
connect emotionally with abstract concepts.

4. Imagery: Descriptive language that engages the senses, painting a vivid picture in the reader's
mind.

5. Symbolism: Using symbols to represent larger ideas or concepts, enabling deeper interpretation.

Using these devices can help convey truths in a way that resonates more deeply with audiences.

The Importance of Context in Communication

Context plays a critical role in how truth is perceived and understood. The setting, audience, and



intent of the communicator can significantly influence the effectiveness of the message. Here are
some factors that can affect context:

- Cultural Background: Different cultures have varying norms regarding communication styles and the
directness of truth-telling.

- Emotional State: The mood of both the speaker and the listener can affect how truth is received.

- Situational Factors: The circumstances surrounding a conversation can dictate how much truth
should be revealed and in what manner.

Strategies for Telling Truth Slant

When approaching sensitive subjects or delivering difficult truths, consider the following strategies:

1. Use of Metaphors: Instead of stating a hard truth outright, use a metaphor to convey the essence of
the truth without the harshness.

- Example: “Life is a rollercoaster, filled with ups and downs,” instead of “Life is difficult.”

2. Softening Language: Choose words that cushion the impact of the truth.

- Example: Saying “There are areas for improvement” rather than “You did a bad job.”

3. Storytelling: Share experiences or anecdotes that illustrate the truth without directly confronting it.

- Example: Instead of telling someone they need to change their behavior, share a story about
someone who faced similar challenges and grew from them.

4. Ask Questions: Encourage reflection by asking leading questions that guide the listener to the truth
on their own.

- Example: “What do you think could improve this situation?” instead of “You need to fix this.”

5. Use Humor: Light-heartedness can ease the delivery of uncomfortable truths.

- Example: “I may not be a morning person, but I promise I won’t bite if you wake me up early!”
instead of “I don’t like being disturbed in the morning.”

Applications of "Tell It Slant" in Literature

Literature is rich with examples where authors use figurative language to convey deeper truths. Here
are notable examples:



Poetry

Poets often rely on figurative language to evoke emotions and provoke thought. Dickinson herself
exemplified this in her poetry, where she explored themes of death, nature, and the human
experience through metaphors and imagery. Her ability to "tell it slant" allows readers to engage with
profound truths while maintaining a sense of beauty and complexity.

Fiction

In fiction, authors frequently employ unreliable narrators or complex characters to lead readers to
truths that may not be immediately apparent. For instance, in novels like “The Catcher in the Rye” by
J.D. Salinger, the protagonist’s slanted perspective allows for a deeper exploration of themes such as
alienation and identity, leading readers to truths about adolescence and mental health.

Drama

Theater often employs subtext to convey truth. Characters may say one thing while meaning another,
creating layers of meaning that engage the audience. This technique allows playwrights to address
difficult subjects without confronting them head-on, inviting audiences to interpret the underlying
messages.

Telling Truth Slant in Everyday Life

In everyday interactions, the principle of telling truth slant can be particularly useful. Here are ways to
apply this concept in personal and professional settings:

Personal Relationships

- Honesty with Compassion: When discussing sensitive issues with friends or family, approach the
subject with kindness and empathy.

- Feedback: Deliver constructive criticism in a way that emphasizes growth rather than failure.

Professional Settings

- Performance Reviews: Frame feedback in terms of opportunities for growth, using positive language
to encourage development.

- Conflict Resolution: Instead of making accusations, focus on collaborative problem-solving, asking
how issues can be resolved together.



Social Media and Public Discourse

- Mindful Communication: In an age of online communication, consider the impact of words before
expressing opinions. Use figurative language to convey complex ideas without inciting conflict.

- Encouraging Dialogue: When discussing divisive topics, ask open-ended questions that invite
discussion rather than confrontation.

Conclusion

The concept of “telling all the truth but telling it slant” speaks to the delicate balance required in
communication. By employing figurative language and understanding the context of the conversation,
we can communicate truths that resonate with our audience while considering their emotional and
intellectual responses. Whether in literature, everyday interactions, or professional settings,
approaching truth with nuance can foster deeper connections and promote understanding.

In a world where directness is often valued, Dickinson's wisdom serves as a reminder that sometimes
the most profound truths are best delivered with a touch of grace, creativity, and subtlety. Embracing
this approach not only enriches our communication but also enhances our relationships and our
understanding of the human experience.

Frequently Asked Questions

What does the phrase 'tell all the truth but tell it slant' mean
in figurative language?
The phrase suggests that truth should be presented in a way that is indirect or nuanced, allowing for
a more palatable or relatable understanding, rather than confronting it head-on.

How does Emily Dickinson use figurative language in her
poem related to 'tell it slant'?
In her poem, Dickinson employs metaphors and imagery to convey complex truths about life and
mortality, emphasizing the importance of subtlety and perspective in understanding deeper
meanings.

Why is slanting the truth considered effective in
communication?
Slanting the truth makes difficult or uncomfortable topics more accessible and less confrontational,
encouraging dialogue and reflection without overwhelming the audience.



Can you provide an example of 'telling it slant' in everyday
communication?
An example would be discussing a sensitive topic, like a friend's poor performance, by focusing on
their strengths and suggesting improvements rather than outright criticism.

What role does context play in 'telling the truth slant'?
Context is crucial as it shapes how the truth is perceived; delivering truth slant means considering the
audience's feelings, cultural background, and the situation to foster understanding.

How can 'telling it slant' be applied in creative writing?
In creative writing, authors can use symbolism, allegory, and unreliable narrators to convey truths
about the human experience in a way that invites interpretation and emotional engagement.
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