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The question of whether the words "figuratively" and "literally" can be used simultaneously in a single
context has intrigued language enthusiasts, linguists, and casual speakers alike. At first glance, these
two adverbs seem to serve opposite purposes: "literally" emphasizes the exact, factual truth of a
statement, while "figuratively" indicates that the statement is metaphorical or not meant to be taken at
face value. Yet, in practice, their concurrent usage has become increasingly common, especially in
informal speech and writing. This article explores the nuanced relationship between these two terms,
examining their definitions, historical usage, contexts where they overlap, and the implications of their

joint application.

Understanding the Definitions of "Figuratively' and "Literally"

What Does '"Literally’" Mean?

"Literally" traditionally means that a statement is true according to its exact, dictionary-based meaning.
For example, saying "l literally ran five miles" suggests that the speaker actually did run five miles, not
just in a metaphorical sense. Historically, "literally" was used to reinforce the truthfulness of an

assertion, especially in formal writing or speech.



What Does "Figuratively'" Mean?

"Figuratively" indicates that the expression employed is metaphorical or symbolic rather than literal.
When someone says, "I'm so hungry | could eat a horse," they are speaking figuratively. The term
clarifies that the speaker does not mean they will actually eat a horse but is emphasizing their intense

hunger through a metaphor.

The Contradiction and the Contradiction in Usage

Given their definitions, "literally" and "figuratively" seem to be opposites. Using "literally" implies strict
adherence to the actual meaning, while "figuratively" indicates deviation from literal truth. However,

their actual usage can sometimes blur these lines, especially in modern language.

The Evolution of Usage: Historical Perspectives

Traditional Usage and Prescriptive Grammar

Historically, language authorities and prescriptive grammarians have maintained a strict distinction

between the two terms:

- "Literally" should only be used when describing factual, exact statements.

- "Figuratively" should be used for metaphors, similes, and other figures of speech.

In this view, using both in the same sentence would be considered redundant or even contradictory.



Modern and Colloquial Usage

In contemporary English, especially in informal contexts, the boundaries have become more fluid.
Some speakers and writers use "literally" for emphasis, even when the statement is figurative, leading

to phrases like:

- "l literally died laughing."

- "He was so angry, | literally saw smoke coming out of his ears."

In these cases, "literally" functions as an intensifier rather than a strict assertion of fact.

The Role of Hyperbole and Emphasis

Many modern uses of "literally" are hyperbolic, meant to emphasize the intensity of an emotion or
situation. This shift in usage has led to scenarios where "figuratively" and "literally" can appear in close

proximity, sometimes in the same sentence, to create a layered or nuanced expression.

Can "Figuratively" and "Literally'" Be Used at the Same Time?

Situations Where Both Terms Are Used Simultaneously

Despite the apparent contradiction, there are contexts where both "figuratively" and "literally" are

employed together, often for rhetorical effect or to clarify intent.

* To Clarify or Emphasize: Sometimes, speakers say, "I am literally, figuratively speechless," to

emphasize that they are both genuinely and metaphorically at a loss for words.



e To Acknowledge Irony or Contradiction: An individual might remark, "I was literally, figuratively

caught off guard," acknowledging both the literal and metaphorical aspects of the situation.

¢ In Literary or Artistic Expression: Writers may intentionally juxtapose the two to create a layered

meaning, such as, "He was literally, figuratively the hero of the story."

Examples Demonstrating Simultaneous Usage

- "She was so excited, she was literally, figuratively over the moon."
- "The news was so shocking that | was literally, figuratively stunned."

- "He said he was literally, figuratively drowning in work."

In each of these examples, "literally" emphasizes the factual aspect, while "figuratively" underscores

the metaphorical or exaggerated nature.

Is This Usage Acceptable?

Language is dynamic, and usage varies based on context, audience, and purpose. While some purists
may find the simultaneous use of "literally" and "figuratively" problematic or redundant, many modern
speakers accept or even intentionally employ this combination for emphasis, humor, or rhetorical

effect.

Implications and Considerations of Using Both Terms



Clarity vs. Ambiguity

Using both "literally" and "figuratively" together can clarify the speaker's intent or add nuance.
However, it can also introduce ambiguity if not carefully articulated. Listeners or readers might be

confused about whether the statement is true or metaphorical.

Impact on Communication

- Effective Emphasis: When used intentionally, the combined usage can heighten the emotional or
rhetorical impact.

- Potential Confusion: Overuse or improper placement might undermine credibility or clarity.

Audience and Context

- Formal writing tends to avoid such dual usage, favoring clear distinctions.

- Informal speech and creative writing are more accommodating of this layered expression.

Recommendations for Usage

- Be aware of your audience and purpose.
- Use combined expressions intentionally to add emphasis or humor.

- Avoid redundancy unless serving a stylistic or rhetorical purpose.

Conclusion: The Dynamic Nature of Language

The question of whether "figuratively" and "literally" can be used at the same time does not have a

simple yes or no answer. While traditional grammar prescribes clear boundaries—"literally" denoting



factual truth and "figuratively" denoting metaphor—the evolution of language, especially in informal
contexts, has blurred these lines. Modern usage demonstrates that both terms can indeed be used
simultaneously, either for emphasis, irony, or stylistic effect, often in a way that enriches

communication rather than detracts from it.

It is essential to recognize that language is fluid and adaptable. As speakers and writers,
understanding the nuanced roles of "figuratively" and "literally" allows us to craft more expressive,
impactful, and nuanced statements. Whether used separately or together, these words serve as

powerful tools to convey depth, emotion, and clarity, reflecting the vibrant, evolving nature of English.

Frequently Asked Questions

Can the words 'figuratively' and 'literally’ be used together in the
same sentence?

Yes, they can be used together, often for emphasis or humorous effect, such as saying 'l am literally

starving, figuratively dying of hunger.'

Is it correct to say 'l literally died laughing' and also use 'figuratively'
in the same sentence?

It's possible, especially in informal speech, but it can create confusion. Typically, 'literally' means
actual, while 'figuratively' indicates metaphorical meaning; using both together requires clarity or

humor.

When people use 'figuratively' and 'literally' together, what is their
intent?

They often aim to emphasize a point or create a humorous or sarcastic effect by contrasting actual

and metaphorical meanings.



Are there any grammatical rules against using 'figuratively' and
'literally’ in the same sentence?

There are no strict grammatical rules prohibiting their combined use, but it can be stylistically

confusing. It’s best to ensure the context makes the intended meaning clear.

How has the usage of 'literally’ changed with the rise of 'figuratively'
in modern language?

'Literally' has often been used for emphasis in non-literal contexts, sometimes contradicting its original

meaning, especially when paired with 'figuratively' to highlight irony or exaggeration.

Can using 'figuratively' and 'literally’ together affect the clarity of

communication?
Yes, because it can cause confusion about whether the statement is meant to be taken literally or

figuratively, so careful usage is recommended.

Is it common in literature or formal writing to use 'figuratively' and
'literally' together?

No, in formal writing, their use together is generally avoided to maintain clarity. They are more

commonly found in informal speech or humorous writing.

Additional Resources

Can Figuratively And Literally Be Used At The Same Time?

In the realm of language and communication, words often carry multiple layers of meaning, and

understanding how these layers interact is crucial for clarity and precision. One such pair of words that



frequently sparks discussion among linguists, writers, and everyday speakers is "figuratively" and
"literally." The question, "Can figuratively and literally be used at the same time?" touches on the
nuanced interplay between figurative language—metaphors, similes, and other devices—and literal
assertions grounded in fact. While these terms serve distinct purposes, their simultaneous or
overlapping use is both possible and nuanced, often leading to rich expressive effects or, at times,

confusion.

This article aims to explore the meanings of "figuratively" and "literally," examine their traditional and
contemporary uses, analyze whether and how they can be used together, and provide guidance on

their effective application in writing and speech.

Understanding "Figuratively" and "Literally”

What Does "Figuratively" Mean?

"Figuratively" refers to language used in a non-literal sense. When someone says they "died laughing,"
they do not mean they physically died but that they found something extremely funny. Figurative
language enriches communication by adding imagery, emotion, or emphasis that literal language may

lack.

Examples of figurative language include:

- Metaphors: "Time is a thief."

- Similes: "She is as quick as lightning."

- Hyperbole: "I've told you a million times."

- Personification: "The wind whispered secrets."

What Does "Literally" Mean?

"Literally" means in a strict, factual, or exact sense. When someone states, "He literally ran five miles,"



they mean that the person physically ran five miles, not just that they did so figuratively or in a manner

that suggests effort.

Traditional uses of "literally" are:
- To emphasize the factual accuracy of a statement.

- To clarify that the statement is not figurative or exaggerated.

Historical Context and Evolution

Historically, "literally" was used exclusively to affirm that something was true in a literal sense.
"Figuratively," on the other hand, was used to describe language that was not meant to be taken at

face value.

However, in recent decades, especially with the rise of informal speech and social media, the use of
"literally" has expanded. Many speakers now use "literally" for emphasis even when statements are
figurative—leading to common phrases like "I literally died laughing," which is technically incorrect but

widely accepted in casual contexts.

Can "Figuratively" And "Literally" Be Used At The Same Time?

The Traditional View

In strict linguistic terms, "figuratively" and "literally" represent opposite concepts. "Figuratively" indicates

non-literal language, while "literally" indicates literal language. Using both together in the same

statement can seem contradictory because one asserts an actual truth while the other denies it.

Example of what might seem contradictory:

- "l am literally figuratively overwhelmed."



This sentence appears self-contradictory because "literally" suggests an actual state, while

"figuratively" indicates a metaphorical or non-literal description.

Modern and Colloquial Uses

Despite traditional rules, contemporary language often blurs these boundaries for effect or emphasis.

Speakers sometimes say:

- "l was literally so embarrassed | could die."

- "She’s literally on fire right now."

In these cases, "literally" amplifies the expression, even if the statement is figurative.

Can They Be Used Simultaneously?

Yes, but with caveats:

- In Strict Formal Contexts: Using "figuratively" and "literally" together in the same statement is

generally considered contradictory and should be avoided for clarity.

- In Informal or Emphatic Speech: It is common for speakers to combine both for emphasis or humor,

often intentionally playing with the language.

Example of acceptable simultaneous use:

- "l was literally standing there, figuratively stunned."

Here, "literally" emphasizes the physical act, while "figuratively" describes the emotional or mental
state. The speaker distinguishes between physical and metaphorical aspects, making the combined

use more comprehensible.



How and When to Use "Figuratively" and "Literally" Together

Situations Favorable for Combined Usage

1. Clarification of Different Aspects:
- When describing a situation that involves both literal and figurative elements, clarifying each with
these adverbs can be effective.

- Example: "The news hit me literally like a punch, but | was figuratively overwhelmed."

2. Adding Emphasis in Creative Writing:

- Writers may deliberately combine the two to create a rhetorical effect or humor.

- Example: "She was literally on fire, figuratively speaking, after her performance."

3. Expressing lrony or Sarcasm:

- Combining the terms can serve as a rhetorical device.

- Example: "l was literally drowning in work, figuratively, of course.”

When to Avoid Combining Them

- In formal writing, precision and clarity are paramount. Combining "literally" and "figuratively" without

clear demarcation can cause confusion.

- When the context already makes the intended meaning clear, adding both might be redundant or

confusing.

Tips for Using "Figuratively" and "Literally" Effectively

1. Be Clear About Your Intent

Decide whether you're describing something factual or metaphorical. If you intend to emphasize the



literal truth, avoid using "figuratively." Conversely, if you're emphasizing the metaphor or exaggeration,

"literally" may be unnecessary or misleading.

2. Use Distinct Sentences or Phrases

If you want to incorporate both, consider separating the ideas:

- "He was literally walking across the street when | saw him, and he was figuratively lost in thought."

3. Be Mindful of Audience and Context

In formal contexts, adhere to traditional definitions:
- Use "literally" to confirm factual statements.

- Use "figuratively" to indicate non-literal language.

In casual speech or creative writing, flexibility allows for playful or exaggerated uses.

4. Recognize the Evolution of Language

Language is dynamic. Common usage sometimes diverges from strict definitions, especially with
"literally," which has seen a significant shift in colloquial use. Understanding this evolution can help in

interpreting and employing these terms effectively.

Summary and Key Takeaways

- "Figuratively" and "literally" serve opposite functions: one denotes non-literal language, the other
literal truth.

- They can be used at the same time, particularly in nuanced or complex descriptions that involve both
physical facts and metaphorical interpretations.

- In formal or precise communication, it's best to avoid their simultaneous use unless clearly



delineated.
- In casual, creative, or rhetorical contexts, combining them can add emphasis, humor, or irony.

- Always consider your audience, purpose, and context to decide whether to use these words together.

Final Thoughts

The question "Can figuratively and literally be used at the same time?" underscores the fluidity and
richness of language. While traditional grammar treats these terms as mutually exclusive, modern
usage often bends the rules for effect, clarity, or emphasis. Understanding the nuanced differences
and appropriate contexts enables more effective communication and helps avoid ambiguity or

confusion.

Whether you're crafting a poetic metaphor, delivering a humorous remark, or making a precise factual
statement, being mindful of how and when to combine "figuratively" and "literally" will enhance your

linguistic expression and ensure your message resonates as intended.
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