
what is figurative language in
literature

what is figurative language in literature is a fundamental question for
anyone studying or appreciating literary works. Figurative language refers to
the use of words, phrases, or expressions in a way that deviates from their
literal meaning to achieve a more complex, vivid, or imaginative effect. It
enriches texts by adding depth, emotion, and nuance, helping writers convey
abstract ideas and evoke sensory experiences. Understanding figurative
language is essential for interpreting poetry, prose, drama, and other
literary genres, as it often reveals underlying themes and enhances the
reader’s engagement. This article explores the definition, types, examples,
and significance of figurative language in literature, providing a
comprehensive guide for students, educators, and literary enthusiasts. The
discussion also covers how figurative language differs from literal language
and the impact it has on storytelling and communication.
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Definition and Importance of Figurative
Language
Figurative language in literature is a stylistic device that authors use to
express ideas in imaginative and non-literal ways. It moves beyond the
straightforward meaning of words to create more evocative, symbolic, or
metaphorical messages. This technique is crucial because it allows writers to
communicate complex thoughts, emotions, and imagery that literal language
alone might not fully capture. Figurative language helps to paint vivid
pictures in the reader’s mind, making the narrative more engaging and
memorable. Additionally, it plays a significant role in developing tone,
mood, and thematic depth, contributing to the overall artistry of a literary
work.



Why Figurative Language Matters
Figurative language is a cornerstone of effective writing because it:

Enhances imagery and sensory experience

Conveys abstract concepts through concrete descriptions

Creates emotional resonance with the reader

Enables symbolic and thematic layers

Improves the aesthetic quality of the text

Common Types of Figurative Language
Several forms of figurative language are frequently employed in literature to
enrich the text and provide multiple layers of meaning. Recognizing these
types is essential for literary analysis and appreciation. The most common
types include metaphor, simile, personification, hyperbole, and symbolism,
among others.

Metaphor
A metaphor is a direct comparison between two unrelated things, suggesting
they are alike in a significant way without using “like” or “as.” It implies
that one thing is another, enhancing the meaning through symbolic connection.

Simile
Simile also compares two different things but uses the words “like” or “as”
to highlight the similarity. This form of figurative language is often used
to create vivid imagery and clarify complex ideas.

Personification
Personification attributes human qualities, emotions, or actions to non-human
entities such as animals, objects, or abstract ideas. It helps animate the
inanimate and make abstract concepts more relatable.



Hyperbole
Hyperbole involves deliberate exaggeration to emphasize a point or evoke
strong feelings. It is not meant to be taken literally but rather to create
dramatic or humorous effects.

Symbolism
Symbolism uses symbols—objects, characters, or actions—to represent broader
ideas or concepts beyond their literal sense. It adds depth to the narrative
by linking concrete elements with abstract meanings.

Examples of Figurative Language in Literature
Illustrating what is figurative language in literature is easier with
concrete examples from well-known texts. These examples demonstrate how
figurative language functions within different literary contexts to enrich
meaning and impact.

Metaphor Example
In Shakespeare’s “As You Like It,” the famous line “All the world’s a stage”
uses metaphor to compare life to a theatrical performance, implying that
people play various roles throughout their lives.

Simile Example
Emily Dickinson’s poem “Hope is the thing with feathers” contains the simile
“like a bird,” comparing hope to a bird to evoke a sense of lightness and
freedom.

Personification Example
In Edgar Allan Poe’s “The Raven,” the raven is personified as a mysterious
and ominous figure capable of speech, which heightens the poem’s eerie
atmosphere.

Hyperbole Example
In Mark Twain’s “The Adventures of Tom Sawyer,” hyperbole is used when Tom
exclaims, “I’ve got a pain in my heart as big as a bear,” to emphasize his
strong emotions.



Symbolism Example
In F. Scott Fitzgerald’s “The Great Gatsby,” the green light symbolizes
Gatsby’s unattainable dreams and the broader theme of the American Dream.

How Figurative Language Enhances Literary Works
Figurative language significantly contributes to the richness and complexity
of literary texts. It enhances narrative techniques and deepens the reader’s
understanding and emotional connection to the story or poem.

Creating Vivid Imagery
Through figurative language, authors can paint detailed mental pictures that
engage the senses and imagination. This imagery immerses readers into the
setting and events, making the experience more tangible and memorable.

Expressing Abstract Ideas
Abstract concepts such as love, freedom, or despair can be challenging to
convey literally. Figurative language translates these intangible ideas into
relatable images and scenarios, making them easier to grasp.

Establishing Tone and Mood
The choice of figurative expressions influences the overall tone and
emotional atmosphere of a work. For example, dark metaphors can create a
somber mood, while playful similes might contribute to a lighthearted tone.

Adding Layers of Meaning
Figurative language often carries symbolic or thematic significance, allowing
a text to be interpreted on multiple levels. This complexity invites deeper
analysis and enriches the reader’s engagement with the material.

Distinguishing Figurative Language from Literal
Language
Understanding the difference between figurative and literal language is
crucial for accurate literary interpretation. Literal language conveys
information directly and explicitly, whereas figurative language relies on
implied meanings and imaginative comparisons.



Literal Language Characteristics
Literal language means exactly what it says without embellishment or
deviation. It is straightforward, factual, and clear, used primarily for
clarity and precision in communication.

Figurative Language Characteristics
Figurative language employs creative expressions that require interpretation
beyond the surface level. It uses comparison, exaggeration, and symbolism to
evoke emotions and create artistic effects.

Examples to Differentiate

Literal: The sky is blue.

Figurative: The sky was a sapphire ocean stretching endlessly above.

The figurative sentence uses metaphor to transform a simple observation into
a vivid and poetic image, demonstrating the power of figurative language in
literature.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is figurative language in literature?
Figurative language in literature refers to the use of words or expressions
with a meaning different from the literal interpretation, often to create
vivid imagery or express complex ideas creatively.

Why do authors use figurative language?
Authors use figurative language to evoke emotions, create strong imagery,
enhance the reader's experience, and convey meanings in a more impactful and
imaginative way.

What are some common types of figurative language?
Common types of figurative language include simile, metaphor,
personification, hyperbole, symbolism, and alliteration.



How does figurative language differ from literal
language?
Literal language means exactly what it says, while figurative language uses
symbolic or imaginative expressions to convey meanings beyond the literal
interpretation.

Can figurative language be found in all genres of
literature?
Yes, figurative language can be found across all genres of literature,
including poetry, prose, drama, and even nonfiction, to enhance expression
and meaning.

How does figurative language enhance poetry?
Figurative language enhances poetry by creating vivid images, evoking
emotions, and adding layers of meaning that enrich the reader's understanding
and enjoyment.

What is an example of figurative language?
An example of figurative language is a simile, such as 'Her smile was as
bright as the sun,' which compares a smile to the sun to emphasize its
brightness.

Additional Resources
1. Figurative Language: A Comprehensive Guide
This book offers an in-depth exploration of various forms of figurative
language used in literature, including metaphors, similes, personification,
and hyperbole. It explains how these devices enhance storytelling and evoke
emotions in readers. With clear examples from classic and contemporary works,
it is an excellent resource for students and educators alike.

2. Metaphors We Live By by George Lakoff and Mark Johnson
A seminal work that delves into how metaphors shape our understanding of the
world and influence everyday language. The authors argue that figurative
language is not just a literary tool but a fundamental part of human
cognition. This book provides insight into the pervasive nature of metaphor
in communication and thought.

3. Figures of Speech: 60 Ways to Turn a Phrase by Arthur Quinn
This accessible guide presents a wide variety of figures of speech,
explaining their meanings and uses in literature and everyday language. It
includes humorous examples and practical tips for recognizing and employing
figurative language effectively. Ideal for writers looking to enrich their
style.



4. The Language of Literature: Figurative Language and Literary Devices
Designed as a textbook, this book introduces readers to the key concepts of
figurative language and literary devices. It combines theoretical
explanations with exercises and examples from famous literary texts. A useful
tool for students aiming to analyze and appreciate literature more deeply.

5. Understanding Figurative Language by Mary K. Chamberlain
This book breaks down complex figurative language concepts into simple,
understandable parts. It covers similes, metaphors, irony, and symbolism with
clear definitions and examples. The author also discusses how figurative
language contributes to theme and character development in narratives.

6. Figurative Language in Poetry and Prose
Focusing on the use of figurative language across different genres, this book
examines how poets and prose writers employ devices to create vivid imagery
and emotional impact. It includes analysis of famous poems and excerpts,
highlighting the power of figurative expressions. Suitable for literature
enthusiasts and students alike.

7. The Art of Figurative Language by Linda Wagner-Martin
This book explores the artistry behind figurative language, emphasizing its
role in crafting memorable and impactful literature. The author discusses how
writers use figurative devices to convey complex ideas and evoke sensory
experiences. It is a thoughtful read for those interested in literary
analysis and creative writing.

8. Figurative Language in Literature: A Reader’s Guide
A practical guide for readers who want to deepen their understanding of
figurative language in literary texts. The book provides definitions,
examples, and contextual explanations to help readers identify and interpret
various figures of speech. It also includes questions and prompts to
encourage critical thinking.

9. Creative Writing and Figurative Language by Jennifer Bowen
This book is aimed at aspiring writers and educators, focusing on the use of
figurative language to enhance creative writing. It offers exercises and
techniques for incorporating metaphors, similes, and other devices into
stories and poems. The book encourages experimentation and creativity in
language use.
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