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Chapter 1: Figures of Speech

	The first eight commonly used figures of speech are presented and explained below.

	 

	1. A Simile compares two different things using “as” or “like” to highlight a shared quality or resemblance.

	 

	Example 1. Your hands are as cold as ice.

	 

	Comment: Hands are not ice, but they can resemble ice when both are cold.

	 

	Example 2. He fought like a lion.

	 

	Comment: He is not a lion, nor does he look like one, but when fighting, he can be compared to a lion.

	 

	2. A Metaphor is also a comparison of two things. However, a metaphor directly states one thing is another, without using “as” or “like”.

	Instead of “You are as stupid as a donkey.” (simile), if you say

	“You are a donkey,” then it becomes a metaphor.

	 

	Example 1. Beware of wolves in sheep's clothing.

	 

	Comment: People are being compared to wolves (dangerous, greedy animals) and to sheep (gentle, harmless creatures).

	 

	Example 2. All the world's a stage. (Shakespeare: As You Like It)

	 

	Comment: The world is being compared to a stage since both provide the place for actions to take place and the actors (people) who perform in it.

	 

	3. A Hyperbole is a figure of speech in which exaggeration is used for emphasis and effect. It is not meant to be taken literally.

	 

	Example 1. I've told you a million times not to open the window.

	 

	Comment: The person is showing anger by exaggerating the number. It cannot be a million.

	 

	Example 2. He's got tons of money.

	 

	Comment: Again, the person might be extremely rich, but it is an exaggeration to say that the money he/she possesses would weigh tons.

	 

	4. An Understatement  is the exact opposite of hyperbole: the speaker deliberately tries to minimize the importance or seriousness of something (a person, a thing, or an event):

	 

	Example 1. Antony is but a limb of Caesar. (Shakespeare: Julius Caesar)

	 

	Comment: In Shakespeare's play Julius Caesar, Brutus belittles the importance of Mark Antony, comparing him to a limb, which is only a part of the whole body. (In fact, Mark Antony brings about the downfall of Brutus and the other conspirators.) 

	 

	Example 2. Houston, we've had a problem.

	(Apollo 13 astronaut John ("Jack") Swigert)

	 

	Comment: Yes, it was a problem—a huge one—for Apollo 13. It was a major life-threatening catastrophe. The crew managed to survive it thanks to the brilliance of Houston’s personnel.

	 

	5. Personification is a figure of speech in which a quality or an inanimate object is described as if it were a person.

	 

	Example 1.

	The sun has got his hat on; hip, hip, hip, hooray!

	The sun has got his hat on and is coming out to play!

	(a song by Noel Gay and Ralph Butler)

	 

	Comment: The sun cannot really put on a hat or play because it is not a living being.

	 

	Example 2. Winter had its icy grip on the isolated village.

	 

	Comment: Winter is a season, not a person who can grip.

	 

	6. Alliteration is the repetition of the same initial sounds of words for effect.

	 

	Example 1. Round and round the rugged rock the ragged rascal ran.

	 

	Comment: repetition of the initial “r” sound.

	 

	Example 2. Alliteration's artful aid.

	 

	Comment: The repetition of the “a” sound in this sentence is useful in memorizing this figure of speech.

	 

	7. Onomatopoeia is a figure of speech in which the word itself imitates or suggests a sound that the object/animal/person would make.

	 

	Example 1.

	Baa, baa black sheep

	Have you any wool?

	 

	Comment: Baa imitates the sound that a sheep makes.

	 

	Example 2.

	There's a buzz, buzz, buzz in the meadows

	There's a buzz, buzz, buzz in the trees.

	 

	Comment: Buzz is the sound that a bee would make. The poet is using onomatopoeia to appeal to our auditory sense.

	 

	8. A Rhetorical Question is a special kind of question that is said for effect, not to ask for information. The answer is obvious, so no response is expected. It is used to persuade, emphasize, or provoke thought.

	 

	Example 1. 

	Hath not a Jew eyes? 

	Hath not a Jew hands, organs, dimensions, senses, affections, passions?

	(Shakespeare: The Merchant of Venice)

	 

	Comment: The answer is yes: a Jew is like any other human.

	 

	Example 2. 

	How could I be so stupid as to forget to invite my best friend?

	 

	Comment: No answer (sarcastic or otherwise) is wanted.

	 

	Summary of Chapter 1

	1. A simile compares two things that share a common feature, using like or as.

	2. A metaphor is like a simile, but the comparison is stated directly.

	3. Hyperbole is exaggeration (think of someone being hyper).

	4. An Understatement minimizes the importance of someone or some event. 

	5. Personification: an object or quality is treated like a person.

	6. Alliteration repeats the initial consonant sounds of words.

	7. Onomatopoeia: words imitating sounds made by objects or animals.

	8. A Rhetorical question is one that needs no answer.

	 

	Congratulations: you have now learned eight important figures of speech. 

	Fourteen examples of the eight figures of speech now follow. Can you identify them?

	 

	 


Exercise 1 on Figures of Speech

	Identify the following figures of speech. 

	 

	1. I loved Ophelia. Forty thousand brothers could not, with all their quantity of love, make up my sum. 

	(Shakespeare: Hamlet)

	 

	2. The London parks are the lungs of the capital.

	 

	3. Ten thousand saw I at a glance

	 Tossing their heads in sprightly dance.

	(Wordsworth: The Daffodils.)

	 

	4. Her locks were yellow as gold: Her skin was as white as leprosy.

	(Samuel Coleridge: The Rime of the Ancient Mariner)

	 

	5. The war in Vietnam did not go to plan for America.

	 

	6. People will always gamble. Who doesn’t want to be a millionaire?

	 

	7. No matter how fast you run, Death can run faster.

	 

	8. The Soul selects her own Society. 

	(Emily Dickinson)

	 

	9. You ain’t nothing but a hound dog crying all the time. 

	(song by Elvis Presley)

	 

	10. I was just beginning to yawn with nerves thinking that he was trying to make a fool of me  when I knew his tattarrattat at the door.

	(James Joyce: Ulysses)

	 

	11. She sells seashells on the seashore.

	 

	12. Bang! Bang! He shot me down. 

	(Cher song)

	 

	13. It’s been a hard day’s night, and I’ve been working like a dog. 

	(Beatles’ song)

	 

	14. Who wants to be a slave of Big Tech companies?

	 

	 


Answers to Exercise 1

	1. Hyperbole: forty thousand brothers is an overstatement of Hamlet’s love for Ophelia.

	2. Metaphor: comparing the park (with its healthy, invigorating air) to a person's lungs, which supply air to the body.

	3. Hyperbole: Exaggeration: No one can take in ten thousand daffodils in one glance.

	Also Personification— tossing their heads.

	4. Simile: a comparison using as: yellow as gold, and white as leprosy

	5. Understatement: It was a disastrous failure for America.

	6. Rhetorical Question: everyone wants to be a millionaire.

	7. Personification: treating death as a person who can run.

	8. Personification: the soul is given human qualities (also alliteration—repetition of “s” sounds).

	9. Metaphor: calling a person a hound.

	10. Onomatopoeia: tattarrattat is a word invented by Joyce that suggests the rat-a-tat noise made when knocking on the door.

	11. Alliteration: This is a tongue-twister that makes use of “sh”- and “s”- sounds.

	12. Onomatopoeia: bang is the sound of a gun.

	13. Simile: a comparison using like: working like a dog.

	14. Rhetorical Question  (no answer expected).

	 


Chapter 2: Figures of Speech (Continued)

	Seven more figures of speech are presented. 

	 

	1. Irony occurs when (1) the literal meaning—actual words, spoken or written—is the opposite of what is meant. (2) a situation where what happens is the opposite of what was expected to happen.

	 

	Example 1 

	And Brutus is an honourable man.

	Comment:

	Mark Antony repeatedly refers to Brutus as “an honourable man,” but his tone and the surrounding context make it clear that he does not truly mean this. The ironic statement suggests the opposite of his real intention and helps turn the crowd against Brutus.

	 

	Example 2. 

	The Titanic ship was advertised as being unsinkable.

	Comment:

	The ship was supposed to be unsinkable yet (ironically) it sank on its very first voyage.

	 

	2. Metonymy is used by most people without realizing it. It is a figure of speech in which we use a word closely associated with another in place of the thing meant.

	 

	Example 1. The White House issued a statement

	Comment: It is the President (or his officials) who made the statement, not his residence.

	 

	Example 2. The soldiers saluted the Red, White, and Blue.

	Comment: 

	They could have been American, or French, or Australian soldiers, for each has a tricoloured flag to salute. The colors are being used in place of the flag.

	 

	3. Synecdoche. This is another figure of speech that people use without being aware of the name. It means using a part of something for the whole thing or the whole thing when only a part is meant.

	 

	Example 1. The rescuer asked the king for his daughter's hand in marriage.

	Comment: 

	Obviously, the whole daughter is meant! But the hand comes with the daughter too.

	 

	Example 2. Now I know my ABC, won’t you come and play with me?

	Comment:

	“ABC” stands for the entire alphabet (A to Z), using the first three letters as a conventional representation of the whole set.

	 

	4. Antithesis balances two contrasting or opposing ideas that are set against each other for greater effect or emphasis.

	 

	Examples:

	a. Man proposes; God disposes. (Source unknown)

	b. To err is human; to forgive divine. (Alexander Pope)

	c. Those inside could not get out; those outside could not get in.

	Comment:

	Notice that the two contrasting or opposite parts are usually separated by a semi-colon or comma.

	 

	5. An Epigram is a short, witty, or humorous statement. It often expresses a clever or thought-provoking idea in a brief form

	 

	Example 1.

	I have nothing to declare except my genius. 

	(Oscar Wilde said this at airport customs).

	 

	Example 2.

	Mankind must put an end to war, or war will put an end to mankind.

	(John F. Kennedy)

	 

	6. Climax: A sequence of three (or more) words, phrases or clauses arranged in increasing order of importance, intensity, or consequence. Each part builds upon the previous one, leading to the most powerful or final outcome.

	 

	Example 1 

	It’s a bird! No, it’s a plane! No, it’s Superman.

	Comment:

	A bird is common in the sky; a plane is uncommon; Superman’s appearance

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
