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“LOVE” IN ENGLISH AND CHINESE LITERATURE
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Love, as a profound and multifaceted emotion, is a central theme in literature across
the globe. The way it is expressed and understood varies significantly in English and Chinese
cultures, influencedby their unique histories, philosophies, andsocialstructures. The'stud\’aims
to dissect the metaphoric language of love in both literatures, highlighting the.commonalities
and divergences in their metaphoric representations.
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The conceptualization oflove in literature is deeply rooted in the cognitive
and cultural frameworks of a society [4, p. 164-171].\Metaphors serve as a
bridge between the abstract nature of love and the tangible experiences that
shape our understanding of it. Previous research_has shown that metaphors
are not arbitrary but are grounded in the embodied experiences of individuals
and cultures [5, p. 18]. The methodology"involves a qualitative content
analysis of metaphors related to lovecin a corpus of English and Chinese
literary texts, including poetry, novels, and plays. The analysis is informed by
cognitive metaphor theory and crass-cultural communication studies.

Love is often compared to-natural elements. In English, love is associated
with roses, symbolizing’ beauty and passion. Chinese literature uses the
peony, representing love and wealth, and the lotus, symbolizing purity and
spiritual love.

The rose, with its vibrant petals and thorny stem, is a classic metaphor for
love in Englishrliterature. It symbolizes the dual nature oflove, encompassing
both its beauty and the pain that can accompany it. Shakespeare, in his
sonnets,. often uses the rose to represent the fleeting nature of beauty and
the transience of love (Shakespeare, 1609). For instance, in Sonnet 55, he
writes, "Not marble, nor the gilded monuments / Of princes, shall outlive this
powerful rhyme,” suggesting that the memory of a beloved, like the scent of
arose, remains long after physical beauty has faded.

In Chinese literature, the peony, known as (guo se tian
xiang, meaning national color and heavenly fragrance’), is a metaphor for
love and prosperity. It is often associated with the emperor and the royal court,
symbolizing wealth and high social status. The peony full, lush blooms are
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seen as a sign of a rich and fulfilling love. In Chinese poetry, the peony is
frequently used to convey the depth and opulence of romantic love, as well as
its ability to bring good fortune and happiness to a marriage.

English metaphors frequently refer to the heart (e.g., “heartfelt”), while
Chinese metaphors may refer to the liver (e.g., [gan chang cun
duan], meaning “liver and intestines torn apart”).

In English literature, the heart is a central metaphor for love, symbolizing
the core of emotions and the seat of the soul. Words like heartfelt convey'deep
emotional sincerity, while heartbreak encapsulates the profound pain oflove
lost. The heart is seen as the organ that pumps life and love through. the body,
a theme that resonates in sonnets and stories alike.

Chinese culture, on the other hand, often associates ‘the liver with
emotions, particularly love. The metaphor (gan‘chang cun duan),
which translates to liver and intestines torn apart; is.avivid depiction of the
intense pain and longing associated with love. This.reflects a holistic view of
the body in Chinese culture, where the liver .is'considered the storehouse of
emotions, highlighting the interconnection between physical and emotional
well-being.

Love maybe depicted as a journey-in-both cultures, but English literature
often frames it as a quest or adventure, while Chinese literature may emphasize
the journey’s harmony and balance:

In English literature, love is often portrayed as a quest or adventure, a
journey that requires courage, perseverance, and often, the overcoming of
great obstacles. This is evident in the works of Geoffrey Chaucer, where the
knights embark on_a journey to find true love [10, p. 17], or in the romantic
tales of Sir Thomas Malory, where the search for the Holy Grail is paralleled
with the quest for a perfect love. The metaphor of love as a journey is also
prominentdn.the poetry of John Donne, where love is a voyage that one must
navigate with faith and determination.

Chinese literature, with its roots in Confucianism and Taoism, tends to
emphasize the harmony and balance of the journey oflove. The concept of “1LLI”
(yuan), or fate, plays a significant role, suggesting that love is a journey that is
predestined and should unfold naturally. This is reflected in the classic Chinese
novel (Hong Lou Meng, Dream ofthe Red Chamber), where the love
stories are intertwined with the broader narrative of family, society, and the
natural order.

In both cultures, the journey can serve as a test of the strength and
sincerity of love. In English literature, this is seen in the epic poems like
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“Beowulf,” where the heros journey is also a test of his love and loyalty to his
people. In Chinese literature, the journey might be a test of the characters’
ability to maintain their love in adversity, as in the tale of

(Liang Shanbo yit Zhu Ylngtai), a tragic love story where the lovers’ journey
is marked by societal pressures and personal sacrifice.

English love metaphors are influenced by Greek and Roman mythology
(e.g., Cupid), whereas Chinese metaphors may draw from Confucian
philosophy and ancient poetry.

In English literature, the figure of Cupid, the Roman god of love, is-a
prevalent metaphor for the sudden and irresistible force of love:-Cupid’s
arrow is a symbol of love’s power to strike unexpectedly and cause-a profound
emotional change. This metaphor is deeply rooted in the traditions of Greek
and Roman mythology, where love was often depicted as an-overwhelming
and sometimes divine intervention.

Chinese literature often draws upon Confucian- philosophy, which
emphasizes the importance of social harmony and-personal virtue, to frame its
metaphors oflove. The tale of (Bai She Zhuan, The Tale of the White
Snake) is a classic example, where love is portrayed as a transformative force
that transcends the boundaries between the human and the supernatural. In
this story, the white snake spirit’s love for-a human man leads her to adopt a
human form, highlighting the transformative power of love.

Both cultures use fire to represent the passion and intensity of love, and
water to symbolize the depth’and fluidity of emotions.

In English literature; fire is a metaphor for the fervent and consuming
nature of love. It represents the burning desire and passion that love can
inspire. This is evidentinthe works of William Shakespeare, where love is often
described as a ‘burning flame' or a ‘ragingfire that cannot be extinguished.
The fire metaphor-is also used to describe the transformative power of love.

Chinese ‘literature uses water to symbolize the depth and fluidity of
emotions.associated with love. Water is seen as adaptable and life-giving,
reflecting the nurturing and ever-changing nature of love. In Chinese poetry,
love is often compared to flowing rivers or gentle rains, which can be both
soothing and overwhelming. This is in line with the Chinese philosophical
view of water as a powerful and essential element of life, embodying qualities
of flexibility and endurance [6].

Love is metaphorically represented as food in both cultures, signifying its
sustenance and necessity. However, Chinese metaphors might include specific
dishes or ingredients that carry cultural significance. For instance, (nian
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gao, sweet sticky rice cakes) are a popular gift for lovers during the Lunar New
Year, symbolizing the stickiness of their bond and the hope for a sweet and
enduring relationship.

English literature sometimes uses war as a metaphor for the struggles
and triumphs in love, while Chinese literature might use strategic games
like weigi (Go) to represent the strategic and contemplative aspects of love
relationships [7].

In English literature, love is often depicted as a battlefield. This metaphor
is evident in the works of William Shakespeare, where love is described as
a war that must be fought with wit and perseverance. The phrase."love is a
battlefield' encapsulates the idea that love requires strength, courage, and
sometimes, sacrifice.

Chinese literature uses the strategic game of weiqi,-or.Go, as a metaphor
for the contemplative and strategic aspects of love relationships. Go is agame
of encirclement and territory, where players must think several moves ahead
to outmaneuver their opponent. This metaphor reflects the idea that love,
like Go, requires patience, foresight, and.the ability to adapt to changing
circumstances.

The metaphors for love in English and Chinese literature reflect the
cultural values and historical contexts of each society. English metaphors
tend to emphasize individualism-and romanticism, while Chinese metaphors
often highlight collectivism~and the interplay between human emotions
and the natural world [8;-p.»33]. These differences can be attributed to the
distinct philosophical and cultural traditions of the two societies [9, p. 217].
The metaphoric representation of love in English and Chinese literature is
a rich and diverse-field that offers a window into the cultural and cognitive
processes that-shape the concept of love. By understanding these metaphors,
we can gain a deeper appreciation of the cultural nuances that inform the way
love is experienced and expressed across different societies.
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