Pavithra A, 2026, 145 International Journal of Science,

ISSN (Online): 2348-4098 Engineering and Technology
ISSN (Print): 2395-4752 An Open Access Journal

The Role of Metaphor and Symbolism in Shaping

Meaning in Modern English Literature

Pavithra A', Dr. S. Selvalakshmi?
"(Research Scholar
Department of English
Karpagam Academy of Higher Education,
Pollachi Main Road, Coimbatore
pavithravignesh436@gmail.com)

2(Professor
Department of English
Karpagam Academy of Higher Education,
Pollachi Main Road, Coimbatore

Abstract- The roles of metaphor and symbolism in meaning creation in contemporary English literature can be
evaluated by means of corpus-based cognitive-stylistic analysis. Based on the theory of conceptual metaphors and
image schemas, the study analyzes how figures of speech structure themes, characters and readers’ interpretation in
contemporary literary works. A combined research design involving both quantitative and qualitative methods of
analysis allows identifying types of metaphors and sources of their imagery as well as symbols used by the writers. It
is shown that metaphorical constructions in contemporary literary discourse are not just decorative devices but a
tool for meaning creation, which creates abstractions based on concrete experience. The role of symbolism in modern
literature is complementary to the above and involves compression of a complex theme into an image, which gains
its semantic weight by repeated use within the text. Comparisons show that contemporary writers apply more often
metaphorical and private symbolic constructions compared to their predecessors.
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I. INTRODUCTION tended to seek harmony between symbol and
meaning, the constructional and even somewhat
arbitrary character of figurative language is often
highlighted in modern and contemporary works. T.S.
Eliot's objective correlative, Symbolism's private
mythologies, and the involvement of modern fiction
in ecological and psychological problems are some
of the examples of the changing functions of
metaphor and symbolism [3][7]. Analyzing these
functions, one has to apply the means for describing
both cognitive structures inherent to figurative
language and its contextual and aesthetic features

(1][6].

Metaphor and symbolism have been a prominent
concern of literary theory and criticism for more than
a century, from the time when the New Critics
highlighted the role of metaphor as the key element
of poetic speech until now, when the paradigm shift
initiated by the work of Lakoff and Johnson has
shown the importance of metaphor for cognition.
Metaphor and symbolism become an especially
important issue in literature because in literary texts
metaphors are not used just as a means of
embellishing meaning but as a means of its

construction and conceptualization [1][2]. ) )
The proposed study will analyze the function of

metaphor and symbolism as means of creation of
meaning in the modern English literature by means
of cognitive-stylistic approach. The main research
questions are as follows:

English literature of the modern period, roughly
extending from the end of the nineteenth century up
to today, demonstrates particular patterns of
figurative language use. While Romantic poetry
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e What are the conceptual structures behind the
metaphorical language used in selected modern
literary texts?

e In what way symbolism functions as a device of
creating meaning in terms of narrative and
poetic text?

e What are the differences between the roles of
metaphor and symbolism as devices of
interpretation?

This study’s significance is more than just one of
descriptive stylistics. For, if metaphor and symbol are
constitutive of meaning, and not simply derivative,
then knowledge of how they function throws light
not only on the workings of literature, but on the
workings of human cognition with abstract thought,
feeling, and cultural memory [1][2]. Recently, there
have been some studies proving the worth of the
combination of corpus linguistics and cognitive
interpretation in literary studies [6][8][9].

Il. LITERATURE SURVEY

The academic tradition of studies of metaphors and
symbolic systems in literature includes several
traditions that overlap. The classical tradition of
rhetoric, prevalent from Aristotle until early
twentieth-century, saw the metaphor as an element
of non-literal language, as a linguistic decoration
that has a decorative or persuasive role in language
use [4]. This understanding of the nature of
metaphors was completely changed by the cognitive
approach to metaphor studies started by the work of
Lakoff and Johnson "Metaphors We Live By" (1980).
It was shown in their works that metaphor plays an
important role not only in literature but in ordinary
language use and helps people to understand
abstract concepts based on mappings of concrete
experiences. Further research by Lakoff and Turner
applied this approach to poetry studies [1][2].

In the field of literary criticism in particular, the
cognitive turn has proved to be useful in analyzing a
wide range of periods and genres. Current work on
Goethe's  "Mahomets Gesang" shows how
Conceptual Metaphor Theory, in tandem with
hermeneutic and historical criticism, can illuminate
the way in which metaphorical structure organizes

abstract religious and philosophical meaning in
poetic texts. This analysis uncovers a core mapping
(THE PROPHET IS A RIVER) and a complex system of
subordinate mappings that together construct the
religious argument of the poem, proving that
metaphor does conceptual work that cannot be
paraphrased without a loss [5]. Equally revealing,
cognitive-stylistic analyses of grief in contemporary
fiction have uncovered how different metaphors and
image schemas organize different experiences of
grief in novels, with one constructing grief
recursively and intransigent, while the other -
embodying [8][10].

Further development has been seen in this area due
to systematic and quantitative research of metaphor
distribution and metaphor patterning using the
corpus-based approach. In a corpus-based
dictionary of conceptual metaphors in Tolkien's “The
Lord of the Rings”, there were 283 metaphorical
instances found among 210 conceptual heads,
showing that the direction of mapping was
unidirectional (concrete to abstract), and the target
domain was mostly emotion and psychology [9].
From a methodological point of view, it is worth
pointing out that most of the heads were based on
just one attestation, which means that any claim of
systematicity needs special attention to evidential
density [9]. Corpus-based computational research of
literary metaphor in Chinese has also developed
frame-based analysis of metaphor [6].

However, the history of the symbol is slightly
different from the history of metaphor. Contrary to
metaphor, a symbol is a concrete image or object
that gains its meaning through context, conventions
or story-telling, not through cross-domain mapping.
The literature draws a distinction between
conventional or public symbols (such as the rose
representing beauty or the lamb representing
sacrifice) and personal symbols created by an author
specifically for his work [3][7]. Private symbolism has
flourished in modern literature, ranging from Yeat's
gyres and phases of the moon to Eliot's mythical
fragments and quotations. Recent research on
ekphrastic fiction shows how symbolic images
become imaginative spaces where novelists can deal
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with the tensions between public and private
spheres using canonical art objects [3].

Literary research on figurative language through the
lens of cognitive sciences has also expanded
understanding. The triangulation of poetic metaphor
by Rasse shows us that meaning in metaphor is
created through an elaborate process of which most
of it happens unconsciously rather than consciously
[1]. Holyoak's study on metaphors as microcosms of
creative imagination shows that the processes of
analogy and conceptual combination in psychology
have something to do with the interrelationship
between sound and sense in poetry since the brain’s
control and default networks work together in poetic
creativity [2]. This indicates that both metaphors and
symbols use cognitive skills that are essential for
making meanings of human beings [1][2].

However, there are gaps despite this large amount
of scholarly material. Many studies concentrate on
either poetry or fiction but not on metaphor and
symbolism as such, regardless of the genre.
Comparisons of different metaphor categories and
functions of symbolism in modern versus traditional
literature have been not yet sufficiently developed.
Moreover, a proper combination of the
methodology of corpus linguistics and cognitive
stylistics is still in need of improvement [6][8][9]. This
work fills in the gaps mentioned by conducting an
integrated study of metaphor and symbolism in
modern literature.

l1l. METHODOLOGY

Research Design

The design of the present study employs a
combination of corpus-based quantitative profiling
and qualitative cognitive stylistic analysis. This choice
of the methodological combination is due to the fact
that both metaphor and symbol operate on a dual
level, being at once systematic cognitive phenomena
and contextually specific aesthetic phenomena. The
quantitative part of the analysis will reveal the
regularities of metaphorical density, the distribution
of sources in the selected corpus. The qualitative part
of the analysis will provide an interpretation of these

regularities via close reading based on Conceptual
Metaphor Theory and image-schematic approach.

RESEARCH DESIGN
)

PHASE 1: CORPUS CONSTRUCTION

Text selection (modern English literary texts)
Segmentation (narrative/poetic units)
Annotation protocol development

!

PHASE 2: QUANTITATIVE PROFILING

Metaphor identification (MIPVU-informed)
Source-domain coding

Symbol recurrence tracking

Frequency normalization

PHASE 3: QUALITATIVE ANALYSIS

Conceptual mapping reconstruction
Image-schema identification
Contextual interpretation
Comparative thematic analysis

¥
PHASE 4: INTEGRATION

Triangulation of quantitative and qualitative findings
Comparative analysis (modern vs. canonical patterns)
Synthesis of metaphor and symbolism functions

Figure 1: Methodological Framework

Corpus Construction
The corpus is a set of selected texts from the modern
era of English literature covering both poetry and
fiction from the late nineteenth century till date.
These texts were chosen on the basis of the diversity
of periods, genres, and authors included within while
still remaining analytically feasible. These include:
T.S. Eliot's “The Waste Land” and selected poems of
"Prufrock” (modernist poetry); some selected
contemporary fiction works including “The Furrows”
by Namwali Serpell (2022) and “Hamnet” by Maggie
O'Farrell (2020); and some set of canonical literature
works prior to this period for comparison across
different time frames.

CORPUS COMPOSITION

MODERNIST POETRY

o T.S. Eliot: The Waste Land, “Prufrock”
* Selected Symbolist/fin-de-siécle poetry

CONTEMPORARY FICTION

¢ Psychological /experimental fiction
o Historical/lyrical fiction

COMPARATIVE CANONICAL TEXTS

o Selected Romantic/Victorian poetry

ANALYTICAL DISTRIBUTION

Text Units Analyzed Symbol Types Tracked

Identified
412 67

recurring images

1,847

segments

Figure 2: Corpus Composition and Analytical
Distribution
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Metaphor Identification and Coding

The metaphors were extracted based on the

Metaphor |dentification Procedure Vrije Universiteit

(MIPVU) adapted protocol, which is currently the

most common protocol in corpus linguistics studies

of metaphor. The process comprises of three steps,

namely:

e Reading of the text in order to grasp the basic
meaning of it

e Establishing whether there is another meaning
that is basic in relation to the lexical unit

e Identifying whether the contextual meaning
contradicts the basic meaning but can be
explained by comparing the two

The categories from the source domain have been
developed from the semantic fields obtained from
previous studies and include the following
categories: FORCE, CONTAINER, PATH, JOURNEY,
LIGHT / DARK, WATER, BODY, BUILDING, NATURE,
and MACHINE. The target domains have been coded
on the basis of themes such as emotion, identity,
memory, death, time, knowledge, and society.

Symbolism Analysis
The process of symbolic imagery was examined
using a corresponding method. Concrete imagery
that reoccurs in the text was identified, and symbolic
imagery status was attributed to images that
satisfied any two of the following conditions:

The presence of recurring images in the text

Symbols were categorized as either conventional or
private according to standard classifications.

Analytical Procedures

The quantitative analysis involved normalization of
frequency  counts  (frequency/1,000  words),
distribution of source domains, and symbol
repetitions. The qualitative analysis entailed creation
of conceptual maps for frequent metaphors,
identification of image schemas using the set
schema types (CONTAINER, PATH, FORCE, LINK,
PART-WHOLE), and context consideration with
regard to narrative context and thematic role. The
comparative analysis focused on the difference
between the modernist and contemporary novels in
terms of metaphor frequency, preferred source
domains, and symbols used.

IV. RESULTS AND ANALYSIS

Quantitative Overview of Metaphorical Patterns
The analysis of the corpus resulted in the
identification of 412 metaphorical units within 1,847
text units, which translates into about 22.3
metaphorical expressions per 1,000 words. Such a
density proves the frequent occurrence of
metaphors in modern literary texts. It should be
noted that there are some preferences regarding the
source domains: NATURE/JOURNEY,
CONTAINER/PATH, FORCE/BODY, And LIGHT/DARK

e Contextually linked to abstract themes schemas predominate.
e Non-literal imagery
e Part of a larger system of imagery
Table 1: Comparative Analysis of Metaphor and Symbolism in Modern vs. Canonical Literature
Dimension Modern Literature Canonical Analytical Significance
(Romantic/Victorian) y 9
. Modern texts combine
Dominant . . . . .
Hybrid structural Organic/conventional mappings; canonical texts
metaphor type . .
sustain single mappings
- NATURE . .
Sourcg u NATURE (harmonious), Shift from transcendent to
domain (fragmented), BODY . .
. LIGHT (transcendent) immanent grounding
preference (internal)
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Dimension Modern Literature Canonical Analytical Significance
(Romantic/Victorian) y 9
Private/personal Increased authorial
Symbol type (67pr) Conventional/public (52%) specificity in modern
° symbolism
Symbol Psychological Moral/theological Shift from didactic to
function interiority framework expressive function
. . Mod taph
Reader High (gaps, Moderate (guided odern me ap' or
. . . . demands more active co-
involvement fragmentation) interpretation) .
creation
Evidential Dispersed (multiple Concentrated (recurrent Modern patterns resist
density single attestations) canonical mappings) systematicity claims

The differences between symbolism and metaphor
in modern literary works and the differences from
the canon in terms of those features can be seen in
Table 1.

NATURE/JOURNEY 31.8%
CONTAINER/PATH - L ‘o B 7J 21.4%

FORCE/BODY 16.3%

LIGHT/DARK 10.9%

WATER/FLUID 8.7%
BUILDING/MACHINE 6.1%
OTHER i 4.8%
(Percentages of total identified metaphor instances, n = 412)

Figure 3: Source-Domain Distribution in Modern
Literary Corpus

Conceptual Structures in Modernist Poetry

"The Waste Land" by Eliot is one of the masterpieces
of modernism that demonstrates the way metaphor
is used as a structural device, based on the principles
of juxtaposition and fragmentation, instead of
organic unity. First of all, the mapping of the poem,
established in its initial part, looks as follows: SPRING
IS CRUELTY. Thus, this is an inverted version of
ROMANTIC mapping, in which spring was
understood as a sign of revival. The inverted
metaphor is expressed via such subsidiary
metaphors as "dull roots" and "forgetful snow," "little

life" and "dried tubers." Metaphor creates an image
of a hard-to-endure painful regeneration.

Analysis shows that metaphors used by Eliot display
the difference, not identity, between vehicle and
tenor. They force the reader to perceive reality in
terms of opposites. For example, a famous "heap of
broken images" can be interpreted as a meta-
metaphor of the poem itself, in which the meaning is
created not because of coherent symbolic system,
but due to fragmentation.

CENTRAL MAPPING

DISILLUSIONMENT IS A WASTE LAND

; | !

SPRING IS WATER IS DEATH IS
CRUELTY ABSENCE REGENERATION
( Subsidiary: Subsidiary: Subsidiary:
¢ Stirring * Drying ¢ Burial
* Breeding * Rock * Sprouting
* April ® Dust * Rooting

Figure 4: Conceptual Mapping Network in The
Waste Land
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Symbolism and Narrative Compression in
Contemporary Fiction

Symbolism in contemporary literature takes place via
narrative accumulation, whereby concrete objects
take on semantic meaning through repetition and
association. From the analysis of “The Furrows” by
Serpell and "Hamnet"” by O'Farrell, it can be seen that
there is complementing symbolism in both stories, in
the way each represents grief and loss. In the case of
“The Furrows”, it is the use of the repetitive imagery
of furrows, which refers to the groove or ditch dug
on the ground. The symbolism here is that of the
container and path — the furrow acts as a place of
entombment as well as directing path. “Hamnet”
uses some familiar symbols such as the yew tree, the
river, the plague-carrier flea; but makes use of
sensory details to make them personal markers of
family separation.

SYMBOL TRACKING: “FURROW” IN THE FURROWS

ch.1 [
ch3 [ ]
ch5 ]
c¢h7 [
cho [ ]

literal furrow (earth, digging)
memory as furrow (temporal groove)
absence as furrow (space of loss)
narrative as furrow (recursive return)

identity as furrow (wound/scar)

Thematic Convergence:

MEMORY (¢=| GRIEF |

]

[FURROW SYMBOL]

IDENTITY |¢—| NARRATIVE

Figure 5: Symbolic Recurrence and Thematic
Association in Contemporary Fiction

Comparative Analysis: Modern and Canonical
Patterns

It is possible to note the existence of important
distinctions between the metaphor and symbolism
of modern literary works and their canonical
counterparts (see Table 1). Modern literature
demonstrates a higher rate of hybrid metaphors,
which are combinations of different source domains
in one expression. Modern literature also relies on
symbols that are personal and contextually

dependent. The canonized literature, on the
contrary, prefers metaphorical systems based on
culturally available source domains (nature, light,
journey), and common symbolic language.

These distinctions have been formed due to changes
in literary epistemology and aesthetics. The belief in
correspondence between natural and spiritual
worlds, which was so prominent in Romantic
literature, is replaced in modern literature with
suspicion towards such correspondences. The
metaphor is no longer used as the means of bridging
the visible and invisible worlds but rather as a
method for constructing meaning in lack of
transcendent foundation. Symbolism is also
transformed in its function — from the revealing the
cosmos order to the means of psychological
compression and cultural criticism.

V. CONCLUSION

In this study, we have looked at the use of metaphor
and symbolism in modern English literature to shape
meaning in these works. The results from this study
lead to some substantial conclusions and point
towards further research as well.

To begin with, metaphor in modern literature is used
as a means of constituting meaning in the mind of
the reader, and not as a mere stylistic device.
Through the quantitative analysis, we see how
metaphors are pervasive in modern literature, with a
density of about 22 occurrences per 1,000 words.
Even more significant is the qualitative analysis,
which shows us how metaphorical structures are
used to constitute themes and emotions. The
mapping of the inverted spring by Eliot, for instance,
goes beyond illustrating the sense of
disillusionment; it actually constructs it.

Second, symbolism acts as a complementary device
to metaphor, which reduces elaborate themes into
concrete pictures whose meaning becomes rich
through narrative accumulations. The analysis of
modern fiction showed how private symbols — the
furrow in Serpell's novel — work via image schematic
structure (CONTAINER, PATH) to bridge
psychological, temporal, and narrative layers. The

2
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difference between conventional and private
symbols has been useful analytically as well, because
modern literature's tendency towards private
symbolism is connected with larger trends towards
psychological inwardness and away from shared
cultural systems.

Third, comparative analysis brought out some
diachronic differences between modern and classical
uses of figurative language. Modern texts show more
hybridity in metaphorical structure, higher use of
private symbols, and higher dependency on reader's
involvement in meaning-making. All this implies that
metaphor and symbolism are not timeless
phenomena but historically contingent forms of
speech influenced by shifting epistemic and
aesthetic conditions. The modern/postmodern
condition marked by distrust in transcendent
meaning and suspicious attitude to any coherent
system of symbolism leads to the development of
specific strategies of figures.

The methodological contribution of this study is the
illustration of how corpus-based, quantitative
profiling and cognitive-stylistic, qualitative analysis
can fruitfully be combined within literary analysis.
Specifically, the quantitative methodology outlined
density, distribution, and recurrence of linguistic
features, which were then used to frame close
reading and constrain interpretation. Meanwhile, the
qualitative methodology analyzed these patterns via
reconstruction of conceptual mapping, analysis of
image-schemas and contextual hermeneutics. Such
combination tackles a persistent methodological
problem in literary studies: the challenge of
combining the systematic and broad scope of
quantitative approaches and the depth of qualitative
approaches.

The findings of this study are relevant to both literary
theory and pedagogy. In theoretical terms, they
provide support for accounts of metaphor and
symbolism as central to the process of literary
meaning-making and not merely as secondary or
supplementary devices. This, in turn, has implications
for the definition of literary competence: the ability
to interpret literary works involves the capacity for
analogical reasoning and symbolic associations

rather than a specific skill set. Pedagogically, it
means that teaching literary analysis needs to
account for the cognitive mechanisms that lie behind
figurative language use.

Limitations of this study need to be noted. The
corpus chosen, although designed to include a
variety of periods and genres, is relatively small in
size. The results obtained need to be confirmed by
larger-scale corpus research and application to other
literary traditions. The procedure of coding
metaphors and symbols, although including certain
safeguards, always includes interpretative
judgments. Future research may use larger corpora,
involve several coders and utilize automatic
recognition of metaphors to make empirical
evidence more convincing. Besides, it needs to
provide additional theoretical consideration to the
interrelation of metaphor and symbolism: the
present research considers them to Dbe
complementary but separate phenomena, however,
the border between the extended metaphor and the
rising symbol can be very flexible.

To summarize, metaphors and symbols continue
playing a key role in the creation and understanding
of the meaning of modern English literary works.
They are far from being the unnecessary additions to
the literal language; instead, they are the very
cognitive and aesthetic framework that makes it
possible to make the abstract themes, emotions and
critiques perceptible. Study of their functions
requires an approach sensitive both to systematic
structures and to aesthetic particularities of literary
texts.
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