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Figurative techniques
• Similes

• Metaphors

• Personification

• Pathetic fallacy

• Oxymoron
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“Techniques and features” covers a 
lot…
When most people (and exam boards) say “language techniques” they 
mean a whole raft of  features including:

§ Similes
§ Metaphors
§ Personification
§ Pathetic Fallacy
§ Oxymoron

§ Repetition
§ Alliteration
§ Assonance
§ Sibilance
§ Onomatopoeia



Simile

Describing something by comparing it to something that it is similar to. 
They help to build an image in our minds.
A simile is easily identified by the words “like” or “as”.

Examples:

The sea sparkled like sapphires

(compares the light on the ocean to sapphires, which are reflective blue gemstones)

The bay was as hot as a furnace

(compares the bay to a furnace, which helps us to understand how intense the heat was)



Metaphor

Unlike a simile, a metaphor describes something as actually BEING 
something that it isn’t.
Ask yourself  – is that literally true? If  not, it’s probably a metaphor.
Examples:

This cup of  tea is Heaven.

(Either Heaven isn’t all it promised or that’s a cracking cuppa - more likely this is not literally 
true and is a metaphor)

When he looked at her his eyes were ice.

(Hopefully, this isn’t literally so - it’s a metaphor suggesting his eyes appear without feeling or 
emotion)



Personification

This is when a writer describes something non-human by making it seem 
human - like a person. Writers might give the thing being described 
human emotions or describe it as performing a human action.
Examples:

The chair was old and tired.

(a chair cannot be tired – but a person can)

The ocean sighed gently, waves chasing each other onto the shore

(The ocean does not have lungs to sigh with or legs to chase anything – but a person does)



Pathetic fallacy

Pathetic fallacy is a type of  personification when writers give feelings or 
emotional responses to the natural world – usually the weather – in order 
to set a mood.
Examples:

The thunder raged above us.

(Thunder, a soundwave caused by lightning, cannot feel or express rage – but a person can)

The sullen clouds hung miserably in the sky

(A mass of  water vapour in the sky cannot be sullen – but a person can)



Oxymoron

This is when a writer describes something using two opposite words 
together – usually in a phrase that is literally impossible but builds a 
picture figuratively.
Examples:

The memory was bittersweet

(Usually describes something that is both pleasant and sad – like a soppy film or a memory of  
someone lost)

He touched the burning cold ice.

(Ice cannot be burning and cold at the same time, but it describes the extreme sensation of  cold 
that the character felt)



When she walked into the machine works for 
the first time, she was lost for words. The 
factory floor seemed like Hell. There were 
people rushing in every direction, there 
seemed to be nobody in charge and there 
was no discernible logic to the factory’s 
activities. The building swarmed with people, 
as frantic as an ant’s nest. Their eyes were 
dull, the living dead. The works were like a 
prison and the employees were inmates 
struggling to survive the day. The sweltering 
sky outside seemed only to compound their 
suffering as the ferocious heat pressed 
against the windows. The sun hung in the sky 
like a slave master. 

20th Century fiction 
From Jigs and Reels, a short story by Joanne Harris. This extract describes a very old teacher, 
Mr. Fisher, as he recalls books and stories from his past. 

Pause the video!

Read the following extract 
and identify the techniques 
underlined.



ANSWERS!

Quote Technique used
The factory floor seemed like Hell Simile

There was no logic or direction to the factory’s activities Personification

As frantic as an ant’s nest Simile

Living dead Oxymoron

The works were like a prison Simile

The employees were inmates struggling to survive the day Metaphor

The ferocious heat Pathetic fallacy

Like a slave master Simile


