figurative language vs literary devices

Figurative language vs literary devices is a topic that often sparks debate among writers,
educators, and literary enthusiasts. While these terms are frequently used interchangeably, they
encompass distinct concepts that enrich the world of literature. Understanding the nuances between
figurative language and literary devices can enhance one’s appreciation of texts and improve one’s
writing skills. In this article, we will explore the definitions, examples, and functions of figurative
language and literary devices, highlighting their differences and interrelationships.

Understanding Figurative Language

Figurative language refers to the use of words or expressions that convey meanings beyond their
literal interpretations. Writers employ figurative language to create vivid imagery, evoke emotions,
and engage the reader's imagination. By using metaphors, similes, personification, and other figures
of speech, authors can craft a more impactful narrative or description.

Types of Figurative Language

Here are some common types of figurative language:
e Metaphor: A direct comparison between two unrelated subjects, suggesting they are alike in a
significant way. For example, “Time is a thief.”
e Simile: A comparison using “like” or “as.” For example, “Her smile was as bright as the sun.”

e Personification: Giving human traits to non-human entities. For example, “The wind
whispered through the trees.”

* Hyperbole: Exaggeration for emphasis or effect. For example, “I'm so hungry | could eat a
horse.”

« Alliteration: The repetition of consonant sounds at the beginning of words. For example, “She
sells sea shells by the sea shore.”

The Purpose of Figurative Language

The primary purpose of figurative language is to create imagery and convey emotions. It allows
writers to express complex ideas in a relatable manner, enhancing the reader’s experience. By using
figurative language, authors can:

- Evoke emotions: Figurative language can tap into the reader's feelings, making them more invested



in the narrative.

- Create vivid imagery: It helps paint pictures in the reader's mind, making descriptions more
memorable.

- Convey abstract concepts: Complex ideas can be simplified and made more relatable through
figurative comparisons.

Exploring Literary Devices

Literary devices, on the other hand, are techniques used by writers to produce a specific effect in
their writing. While figurative language can be considered a subset of literary devices, the latter
encompasses a broader range of tools. Literary devices include not only figurative language but also
narrative techniques, structure, and style elements that contribute to the overall meaning and
aesthetic of a literary work.

Common Literary Devices

Here are some widely used literary devices:

Imagery: Descriptive language that appeals to the senses, helping readers visualize scenes
and experiences.

Symbolism: The use of symbols to represent ideas or concepts. For example, a rose may
symbolize love.

Irony: A contrast between expectation and reality. For example, a fire station burns down.

Foreshadowing: A hint at events to come, building anticipation for the reader.

Allusion: A reference to a well-known person, event, or work, enriching the text's meaning.

The Function of Literary Devices

Literary devices serve various functions in writing, including:

- Enhancing meaning: They add depth and layers to the text, allowing for multiple interpretations.
- Structuring the narrative: Devices like foreshadowing and flashbacks help organize the story and
keep readers engaged.

- Creating rhythm and flow: Techniques such as alliteration and assonance can contribute to the
musicality of prose or poetry.

- Establishing tone and mood: Literary devices can set the emotional landscape of a narrative,
enhancing the reader's experience.



Figurative Language vs Literary Devices: Key
Differences

While both figurative language and literary devices enrich writing, they differ in scope and application.
Here are some key distinctions:

1. Definition: Figurative language refers specifically to expressions that convey meanings beyond
the literal, while literary devices encompass a broader range of techniques used to enhance
writing.

2. Scope: Figurative language is a subset of literary devices, meaning all figurative language is a
literary device, but not all literary devices are figurative language.

3. Examples: Examples of figurative language include metaphors and similes, whereas literary
devices include a wider array of techniques like symbolism, irony, and narrative structure.

4. Intended Effect: Figurative language focuses on evoking emotion and creating imagery,
whereas literary devices aim to enhance meaning, structure, and style in a broader sense.

How to Use Figurative Language and Literary Devices
in Writing

Incorporating figurative language and literary devices into your writing can elevate your work and
engage your audience. Here are some tips for effectively using these elements:

Tips for Using Figurative Language

* Know your audience: Tailor your use of figurative language to suit your readers’ tastes and
expectations.

¢ Use sparingly: Overusing figurative language can overwhelm readers; balance it with
straightforward language.

e Make it relevant: Ensure that your figures of speech enhance the narrative and are not just
included for flair.



Tips for Employing Literary Devices

e Plan your structure: Consider how literary devices like foreshadowing and flashbacks can
create a compelling narrative flow.

* Be intentional: Use devices purposefully to reinforce themes and add depth to your writing.

* Read widely: Analyze the works of various authors to see how they use literary devices
effectively.

Conclusion

In summary, understanding the differences between figurative language vs literary devices is
crucial for both readers and writers. While figurative language serves to create vivid imagery and
emotional resonance, literary devices encompass a wider range of techniques that enhance narrative
structure, meaning, and style. By mastering these concepts, writers can elevate their craft and create
more engaging and impactful literary works. So, whether you are crafting poetry, prose, or any other
form of writing, incorporating these tools effectively will undoubtedly enrich your storytelling abilities.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the difference between figurative language and
literary devices?

Figurative language refers specifically to expressions that convey meanings beyond the literal, such
as metaphors and similes, while literary devices are broader tools and techniques used in writing,
including figurative language, structure, imagery, and symbolism.

Can you provide examples of figurative language?

Certainly! Examples of figurative language include similes like 'as brave as a lion', metaphors such as
'time is a thief', and personification like 'the wind whispered through the trees'.

Are all literary devices considered figurative language?

No, not all literary devices are figurative language. While figurative language is a subset of literary
devices, others include narrative techniques, rhyme schemes, and alliteration, which may not
necessarily convey non-literal meanings.

How does using figurative language enhance a literary work?

Figurative language enhances literary works by adding depth and vividness, evoking emotions,



creating imagery, and allowing readers to connect with themes on a more profound level through
enhanced understanding and visualization.

Is symbolism a type of figurative language or a literary
device?

Symbolism is considered a literary device, as it uses symbols to represent ideas or concepts, but it
can also function as a form of figurative language when the symbols convey meanings beyond their
literal sense.
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