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The choice of suitable words with their Literal meanings plays an important role in 
communication. But for effective cornrnunicatlon and for making an impact on the 
listeners there are some non-literal features of.language which are equakly important. 
The objective of the present unit is to acquaint you with some such non-literal 
features of language. After having read this unit, you should be able to use those 
features in your communication to make it more effective and impressive. 

Language can he used literally and non-literally. When we say that there is a lion 
in the cage, we are using the ward lion in its literal sense, i.e. in the sense of an , 

animal. But when we say that Someone is the lion of Punjab what we are in fact 
trying to convey is that he is as brave as a 1ion:Here the word lion has been used 
in a nan-literal sense. 
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The non-literal use of language is also called the figurative use of language. The 
figurative use of language is a major device of rhetoric. Rhetoric is the skill of using 
language in speech or writing in a special way that influences or entertains people. 
It lends eloquence to speech. Rhetoric is a pervasive feature of oratory; all famous 
orators make plentiful use of rhetorical devices. Some of these devices are explained 
below. 

SOME RHETOWC411, DEVICES 

Anticlimax is the opposite of climax. The purpose of anticlimax is to achieve a kind 
of comic effect by suddenly presenting an absurd or trivial idea after an elevated 
idea has been presented. h o k  at the following example of anticlimax: 

Here thou, great Anna! whom three Realms obey, 
~ o s t  sometimes counsel take - and sometimes Tea. 

The prefix anti- means 'opposed to' or 'against'. When two set! of words or 
meanings are put in opposition or contrast, we have a 'thesis' and an 'antithesis'. 
The following examples will make this dear: 

To err is human, to forgive divine. 
Speech is silver, but silence is gold. 
The virtuous shall prosper, and the vil shall perish. t Give every man thy ear, but few thy voice. 
Crafty men condemn studies; simple-men admire them; and wise 
men use them. 

&tithesis is used fox emphasis. It is marked by parallelism in grammatical structure. 

A statement which is polishgd, condensed, and pointed is usually referred to as an 
epigram. This word is also used for phrases that express an idea in a clever or 
amusing way. The following examples will clarify the point. 

History repeats itself. Historians repeat each other. 
The only sure way to double your money is to fold it. 

Epigrammatic statements are an essential feature of the language of advertisements. 
They give punch to the slogans for promoting a product. The following slogan is 
from a bank's advertisement-encouraging people to invest their money in term 
deposits. , 

Your money grows while you sleep. 

This is a Greek fiord and its Literal meaning is. ''to speak well". In day-to-day life 
we have to re fe to  several things and 'deas which might be terrifying, or offensive d or disagreeable according to our soci norms. So, to refer to them we use a term 
which is vague or less direct. The most common examples are the phrases that we 
use for death. Instead of saying "the man died yesterday" we say "the man passed 
awa" vesterdav". An insurance agent will always say "if something happens to 



you". In fact, what he means to say is that "if you die". Some more examples are 
given below: 

Mistress for "concubine" 

Special education for "education of children with learning problems" 

Physically challenged for deaf, dumb, blind or otherwise physically handicapped 
persons 

Hyperbole, is a Greek word which means 'overstatement'. It refers to o& tendency 
to exaggerate. For example, everyday we get caught in traffic jams. Referring to 
a particular traffic jam, a person may thus express his annoyance: 

Today I had to waste the whole day in a j6n at MG Road. 

He rnight'have been caught in the jam for half-an-hour, but his annoyance at it was 
so great that he exaggerates this. We exaggerate to convey the seriousness of a 
fact or for comic effecit tod. Referhg to the speed at which one runs, a person 
may say: 

He runs so fast that you can not race with him even if you ride on a 
, rocket. 

This exagerated statement achieves two purposes - one, the fact that he runs 
very fast is conveyed to the listener, and two, it is conveyed emphutically and 
comically. 

In literature this figure of speech is used quite frequently. Look at the following 
passage from Shakespeare's play Hamlet, in which Hamlet compares his love f& 
Ophelia with that of her brother for her. Mark the hyperbole. 

1 

I loved Ophelia: forty thowand brothers 
Could not, with their quantity of love, 
Make up my sum.ml 

Lady Macbeth, suffering from the guilt of having goaded Macbeth to murder the 
King, expresses the agony of her soul in hyperbole: 

No; this my hand will rather 
The multitudinous seas incarnadine 
Making the green one red. 

(incarnadine means to colour) 

In irony, a statement means just the opposite of its literal meaning. A very beautiful 
example of irony comes from ~hakes~eare's Julius Caesar. In this play Antonio 
calls Bruhls an honourable man. The word 'honourable' here is 'intended to mean 
just its opposite. 

Here under leave of Brutus and the rest 
(For Brutus is an honourable man: 
So are they all, all honourable men) 
Come I to speak in Caesar's funeral. 

The Non- literal Us? 
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He was my friend, faithful and just to me; 
But Brutus says he was ambitious, . 
And Brutus is an honourable man. 

In Litotes an affiiative statement is made by negating its opposite. The effect of 
litotes is that it suggests a strong expression by means of a weaker one. 

He is a citizen of no mean city. 

What the speaker wants to convey is that 'he is a citizen of a great city'. Some 
more examples are given below: 

- 
The man is no fool (i.e. very clever). 
He was not a little (i.e. greatly) surprised. 

In the following extract from one of the plays of Shakespeare, a character very 
beautifully describes his wound in terms of Litotes: 

No, 't is not so deep as a well, nor so wide as a church door but 't is 
enough, 't will serve. 

In metonymy, an object or idea is referred to by the name of something with which 
it is generally associated. The following examples will clarify the point. 

The Bench (i.e. the judges) delivered its judgment on the crime. 
The Crown (i.e. the King) of England has been on a royal visit to 
America. 
The whole city (i.e. almost all the people of the city) watched the 
exciting cricket match. 
I have been reading Shakespeare (i.e. the works of Shakespeare) these 
days. 

Oxymoron refers ;lo a phrase that k b i n e s  two contradictory qualities or ideas; 
since the qualities or ideas seem to be opposite of each other, the idea appears to 
be impossible. Look at the following phrases that can be termed oxymoron: 

A deafening silence 
Cruel kindness 
Love is the wisdom of the fool and folly of the wise. 

A paradox refers to a person, thing or situation that has two opposite features and 
therefore seems strange. It also refers to a statement that contains two opposite 
ideas which make it seem impossible or unlikely, although it may be true. Some 
examples of paradox are given tielow: 

He is a loner who loves the company of strangers. 
He is a comedian whose personal life~is very unhappy. 
This poor country is rich in natural resources. 
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Some words have two or more than two meanings. When used in a proper context, 
such words may give rise to two or more interpretations of the statement, though 
the speaker has only one meaning in mind. Such use of words is done deliberately 
by the speaker. 

The word grave mean; 'a place in the ground where a dead person is buried'. 
Another meaning of grave is 'very serious'. In the following example, the use of 
the word grave gives rise to a humorous situation as it can be interpreted in both 
its meanings of serious or dead. 

Ask for me tomorrow and you shall find me a grave man. 

Some more examples of this kind are given below. The speaker, in all these examples, 
plays on the two meanings of the italicized words. 

You say that you are studying trees. What branch of this subject do 
you find mostinteresting? 
Life depends on the liver. 

Another kind of pun is when the speaker plays on the meanings of two words with 
almost the same pronunciation, as in the following examples: 

Why are beautiful girls like hinges? 
Because they are a thing to adore. 

The word adore means to love someone very much; but it sounds like a door. 
The humour he& lies in the fact that the listener may take adore as a door which 
will match the word hinges in the first line of the statement. 

1 

You will find lot oihpuns in newspaper headlines. 

A rhetoricaJ. question is a question in form. But it functions not like a question but 
forceful statement. The emphasis carried by a rhetorical question is even greater 
than a direct statement. For example, if reach home late your mother may make 
the following statement: 

This is not the time to come home. 

But she may also choose to tell you the same thing more emphatically. So, she may 
use the following rhetorical question: 

1s this the time to come home? 

She does not require an answer to this question. In fact, she is warning you that 
you should be more careful in the observance of the time of coming home. A 
rhetorical question is asked but no answered is expected. 

A rhetorical question may be positive or negative. If it is positive, it functions as a . 
strong negative statement; and if it is negative, it functions as a strong positive 
statement. 

Positive: 

Is that any way to talk? (That is certainly not the Way to talk.) . 

Can anyone criticize this act of charity? (No one can on any account criticize 
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Negative: 

Is no one going to help me out of this problem? (Certainly there is someone 
who will help me out of this problem.) 

A rhetorical question is generally used in a persuasive discourse. The speaker 
normally uses the rising intonation of a yes-no question. 

You will enjoy reading the following passage l'CcJ111 Shakespeare's The Merchant of 
Venice. You may notice that the passage conta~ilS a set of rhetorical questions. The 
effect of these questions on the reader is certainly much more than that of 
statements: 

If you prick us, do we not bleed? If you tickle us, do we not laugh? If 
you poison us, do we not die? And if you wrong us, shall we not avenge? 

When two dissimilar objects are compared, it is called a simile. The comparison is 
made between the two with respect to the common features that they bhare. The 
words like, as or so are used in a simile. For example: 

He is as brave as a lion. 
Her skin shines like the moon. 
How far that little candle throws his beams! 
So shines a good deed in a naughty world. (Shakespeare) 

In a metaphor also a comparison is made between two dissimilar things, but the 
likeness between the two is not clearly stated. It is only suggested. For example, 
when we say "He fought like a lion", we are using a simile; but when the same 
idea is expressed as "He was a lion in the fight", we are using a metaphor. A few 
examples of metaphor are given below: 

The camel is the ship of the desert. 
Life is a dream. 
Life is a journey. , 

Life is a bubble. 

Comparing the simile land the metaphor, it is said that a simile is an expanded 
metaphor and a metaphor is a contracted simile. That is, if we say "The camel in 
a desert is like a ship in an ocean", we are using a simile; but when we say "The 
camel is the ship of the desert", we are using a metaphor. 

36.2.14 TBe 'Ihnsferred Epithet 

When an epithet is transferred from its proper word to another that is closely 
associated with it, it is a case of transferred epithet. For example, in the following 
sentence, the adjective sleepless refers to the subject he but it is associated with 
night. 

He passed a sleepless night, 
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363 SOME FAMOWS SPEECHES 

Now, to see how these devices of rhetoric are used by an expert you will find 
below an excerpt from the speech of Edmund Burke (1727-1797), a British statesman. 
Edmund Burke was a powerful orator. The devices used by an expert orator are 
often seen in his prose. To influence his listeners, Edmund Burke Ereely uses such' 
devices as asking questions, repeating the same phrase, and skilful variation in 
sentence construction and sentence length. 

D b p ~ s ~ , n r y C a n l s ? ~ w & ~ s o m u t h ~ y ~ L e d d ~  
tJZe char;gd.sf ayodcl No, my lards, yw must not loat to w i s h  any det such 
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n w ~ i l ~ v a u c t a * d s 1 ~ *  

k l y , l ~ i s ~ a ~ ~ y o u ~ ? ~ ~ ~ l h w e b d h i m ~ ~ C ~ ~  
UctBt~irrr~tlm:and,I~nrybwltlathtt&sun'wttbb#wefbom 
~ f i r u s l l t b A w o l f d b t l ~ ( ~ ~ l t l ~ ~ ~ g ~ d ~ k ~ t ~ m ,  
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Q h s ~ k ~ ~ ~ f l ~ y ~ ~ t , l l l l d ~ ~ p ~ y o u U C k l C i K . W I C  
= i ~ m w & Y u t h o r k y , ~ h a ! w a f ~ r n n a 3 1 ' t y d f i r a , w b t ~ t  
~ a c w l ~ 8 j o ~ t b b f h J ~ ~ y . W a b b d b 6 h d r ~ t t o  
thecran#l1,rru$rmitPefwdwbhtrofrtro~of~SdwirhmW- 
~ ~ f h c p o p m t c ) b e . ~ b ~ v r b a e . ~ ~ c b c & b n d p d i h t ~  
CaftriJy ia asitmbn Wwecn m a . . y  md subjection, batwaanlthc s o d ~ g r  d 
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l o r d s , w a ~ ~ ~ ~ p # r r r p e ~ . t h r w c ~ b i e ~ W o \ m ~  
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Now that you have read the text given above, consider the following points: 

How do the first four paragraphs begin? 

Edmund Burke poses a question in each of the first four paragraphs and then 
goes on to answer the questions in a very forceful style. He obviously poses 
these qul:stions to attract the attention of the listeners. 

9 In the first paragraph, notice how he has used parallel constructions like of 
oppressed princes, of undone women of the first rank, of desolate provinces, 
and of wasted kingdoms. 

e Read the fourth paragraph and make a list of the clauses which have similar 
pattern beginning with 'we have'. 

In the fifih paragraph he takes recourse to epeating the same clause beginning 
. I impeach him. He uses this device to influence his listeners and make an 

.impression on them abaut the severity of Warren Hastings' misdeeds. 
- 1 .. 

3633 ~ L u f h a ~ t I b o v e a D n r m  

G i v r ~ l  t _"11v I \  hlartin Luther K ~ n g  \ mo\t f,\lx~,)us sennon which he gave on 
August 20. 1963. to 300,000 pc-oplc :!atherd belnre the Lincoln hlemorial. 
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Washington, D:C. See how he repeats the same clause pattern to achieve the 
desired effect. Find out on your own what other features make this sermon so 
impressive. 

-. - 

I H a r r A ~  
0 

I ) U W ~ ~  
i m o n e ~  

TbiSm~PVNWup 
A n d l i w u u t t b ~ ~ n ~ c J i t i C ( l b k b  
we W'tbme t~tb to he sail-nt, 

1 Tbat all mcn arre l!ueNed eqwl." 
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Will be ~~ 
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IbawrBMPtl i 
'chru'my foar liub ~~ 
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By the d m u  oltbdrukh 
B o t ; b y t b t ~ d d d r c ~ ,  

I b v u a d a s m  
m-w 
&cfy*Mkcurrt#d 
~myhi l l8adanounraini thal lbr!~ low,  
T h e ~ ~ w i l l B c m a d e ~  
A n d ~ c ~ p h ~ e ~ ~ b r l r l e Q e ~  

I 

A n l t L t i k y ~ ~ t h o L o a l ~ b s m a M  
And dl Qesb shall see it togeth. 
rnkiaoprr~ . - 

Reading some of the speeches of Jawaharlal Nehru, Swami Vivekananda, and 
Abraham Lincoln will give you an idea how these master-orators exploit language 
for making powerful speeches. 

Non-litera reatures of language like anticIimax, antithesis, Itony, paradox, oxymoron 
etc make the language effective and influential. We have seen two examples in 
which the speaker has made free use of some non-literal features to convey his 
ideas with great conviction and effectiveness. One is The Impeachment of Warren 
Hastings by Edmund Burke. In his speech Edmund Burke has freely used questions, ' 
parallel constructions and repetition of the same clause pattern to convey the 
se;iousness of the matter. The second example is I Have a Dream by Martin 
Luther King. Through repetition and use of the same clause pattern Martin Luther 
King has been able to make his sermon inspiring. 

3 

You may read the following speeches / prose texts for further examples of the use 
of non-literal features of language. 



1 .  Abraham Lincoln's address at Gettysburg, Pennsylvania 

This is the famous speech where Lincoln defines democracy as the government of 
the people, by the people, for the people. 

2. Jawahal-la1 Nehru's speech delivered in the Constituent Assembly, on August 
14, 1947. 

This speech of Nehru contains such inspiring sentences like 'Long years ago we 
made a tryst with destiny' and At the stroke of midnight hour, when the world 
sleeps, India will awake to life and freedom'. 

3.  Jawahurlal Nehru's speech informing the nation about the death of Mahatma 
Gandhi. i 

This speech is remembered for such memorable sentences as "I do not know what 
to say and how to.say it, but Bapu is no more" and "The lightshas gone out of our 
life". 

4. Swami I.'ivekananda's addresses at the Parliament of Religions in Chicago, 
1893. 

While reading the six speeches that he gave at the Parliament of Religions, you 
should notice certain points. How does Swarniji address his audience? What kind 
of language cloes he use? Is it a simple, everyday language, or is it very complicated 
and abstruse? Is it a technical language or is it a familiar language? Are the 
sentences long or do they tend to be short? What sort of words does Swarniji u$e? 
These questions will give you an idea of these talks as examples of rhetoric and 
communicative skills. 

5. Shakespeare's works are. one of the finest examples of rhetoric. It would be a 
good idea if you read some extracts from at least two of his plays -Julius Caesar, 
and The .Werchant of Venice. I.n Julius Caesar; read Antonio's speech which he 
gave at Caesar's funeral. In The Merchant o f  Venice, read the court scene in 
which the trial of Antonio is held. 
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1. ~ p i g r h  

2. Irony 

3. Epigram 

4. Antithesis 

5. Metonymy 

6. Oxymoron 

7. Simile 

8. Hyperbole 

9. Paradox 

LO. Epigram 
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