
Zien Journal of Social Sciences and Humanities                                                                                       ISSN NO: 2769-996X 
https://zienjournals.com                                                                                                                                               October  2024 
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
Peer Reviewed International Journal                                                                                                                                  [1] 
Volume 37 

Analysis Of Methods For Identifying And Describing 

Literary Motifs 

Zamira Ayimbetova 

DSc Student of the Institute of Uzbek Language, Literature and Folklore of the Academy of Sciences of 

the Republic of Uzbekistan 

E-mail: ayimbetova.z.m@mail.ru 

Phone: +998 90 355 36 94 

 

Abstract: This article examines various methods for identifying and classifying literary motifs, 

emphasizing the importance of motifs in interpreting literary texts. Motifs, as recurring elements, provide 

structural and symbolic foundations for narratives and reflect cultural, social, and psychological 

characteristics of their time. By exploring several approaches – including historical-cultural, structural, 

semiotic, psychoanalytic, and intertextual methods – the article presents a comprehensive system for 

identifying and analyzing motifs from different literary traditions. A classification system based on themes, 

symbolism, and archetypes is proposed, supported by detailed examples from classical and modern 

literature. This integrative framework aims to improve our understanding of literary motifs and their 

functions within a broader cultural context. 
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Introduction 

Identifying and describing motifs is a key step in understanding a literary text and interpreting it. Motifs are 

recurring elements, themes, symbols, or actions that structure a narrative and reflect the cultural, social, and 

psychological characteristics of an era. They function as “building blocks” of text, allowing authors to create 

complex narratives, express profound ideas, and appeal to collective archetypes. In this section, we will look 

at identifying and describing key motifs in works of art using text analysis from various literary traditions, 

and classifying them by theme, symbol, and archetype to create a motif base for further systematization. 

The study of literary motifs has a rich history within literary criticism. Early research focused on identifying 

recurring themes and symbols within specific cultural contexts, with structuralism and formalism emerging as 

dominant methodologies in the 20th century. Vladimir Propp’s structural analysis of folk tales, for example, 

laid the groundwork for identifying plot functions and recurring patterns across narratives [1]. The historical-

cultural approach, as described by scholars like Mikhail Bakhtin, emphasizes the evolution of motifs in 

response to shifts in societal values and historical conditions [2]. 

More recent developments in psychoanalytic and archetypal criticism, pioneered by figures like Sigmund 

Freud and Carl Jung, brought attention to the unconscious and universal aspects of literary motifs. These 

theories propose that certain motifs, such as the “hero” or “shadow”, are expressions of fundamental human 

experiences [3], [4]. Meanwhile, semiotics – introduced by scholars like Roland Barthes – provides tools for 

interpreting motifs as symbolic elements that convey deeper cultural meanings [5]. Intertextuality, promoted 

by Julia Kristeva, emphasizes the interconnectedness of texts and how motifs act as vehicles for cross-textual 

dialogue [6]. 

The integration of these various approaches in contemporary scholarship allows for a more nuanced 

understanding of motifs. A multi-level classification system that considers both the narrative functions and 

symbolic meanings of motifs can provide new insights into literary analysis. This article seeks to build on 

these theories by proposing an integrative system that merges structural, cultural, and symbolic approaches 

for classifying motifs. 
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Basic approaches to identifying motives.  

Identifying motives requires the use of various methodological approaches that allow not only to identify 

motives, but also to understand their functions and meanings in the context of a particular work. The main 

approaches used to identify motives are: 

1) Historical-cultural approach: This approach focuses on studying motifs in the context of their cultural and 

historical origins. It helps to identify how motifs evolve in different cultural traditions and how they reflect 

changes in society. For example, the motif of “pilgrimage” in medieval literature symbolized spiritual quests 

and the search for salvation, while in the Renaissance it was transformed into a motif of intellectual and 

personal journey. 

2) Structural analysis: This method, proposed by Vladimir Propp and developed in structuralist studies, 

focuses on identifying the functions of motifs in the structure of the text [1]. Structural analysis helps to 

identify recurring plot patterns, such as “search,” “test,” or “triumph,” and to understand how motifs contribute 

to the development of the plot and the creation of meanings. 

3) Semiotic approach: Based on the analysis of motifs as signs that carry certain cultural and symbolic 

meanings. This approach helps to reveal how motifs function in the text on a symbolic level and how they are 

related to other elements of the narrative [2]. Semiotic analysis reveals motifs such as the “labyrinth” or 

“mirror” that act as metaphors for describing internal conflicts and mental states. 

4) Psychoanalytic and archetypal analysis: Based on the theories of Freud and Jung, this approach focuses on 

the unconscious and archetypal aspects of motifs [3], [4]. Archetypes such as the “hero,” “shadow,” or “great 

mother” are universal motifs that express fundamental human experiences and conflicts. 

5) Cultural and intertextual approaches: These approaches analyze motifs in the context of cultural discourse 

and intertextual interaction [5], [6]. Intertextual analysis helps to identify motifs as elements of citation and 

paraphrase that create connections between different texts and eras. 

The identification of literary motifs requires a multi-faceted approach that takes into account both their cultural 

and structural significance. Each method – whether historical-cultural, structural, semiotic, psychoanalytic, or 

intertextual – offers unique insights into how motifs function within a narrative. These approaches not only 

help to uncover recurring patterns and symbolic meanings but also reveal the broader cultural and 

psychological dimensions that motifs represent. By combining these methods, a deeper understanding of both 

the individual motifs and the larger narrative structure can be achieved, enhancing the interpretation of literary 

texts across different traditions and historical periods. 

 

Description of key motifs in literary traditions. 

In order to create a motif base that will serve as the basis for further classification, it is necessary to consider 

and describe the main motifs that are often found in works of art from various literary traditions. Let us 

consider examples of the most significant motifs and their functions in different cultural contexts. 

1. The Motif of the “Hero’s Journey”. Hero’s Journey motif is one of the most common and universal motifs 

in literature. This motif describes the process by which the protagonist embarks on a journey, overcomes 

various challenges, faces enemies, and ultimately achieves a certain goal, be it a physical treasure, spiritual 

insight, or personal transformation. The following can be cited as an example of the motif of the “Hero’s 

Journey” from world literature: 

– Ancient Greek Literature: Homer’s Odyssey – Odysseus’s journey home from the Trojan War, which is not 

only a physical journey but also a metaphor for a spiritual quest [7]; 

– Medieval Literature: Dante’s Divine Comedy – a journey through hell, purgatory, and heaven, symbolizing 

spiritual purification and the search for truth [8]. 

– Modern literature: “The Lord of the Rings” by J.R.R.Tolkien – Frodo’s journey to destroy the Ring of Power, 

which reflects the struggle between good and evil [9]. 

This motif can be classified as theme, symbolism and archetypal aspects as follows: 

– Theme: Search, self-knowledge, overcoming difficulties. 

– Symbolism: Path, gates, boundaries, obstacles. 

– Archetypes: Hero, wise old man (guide), monster (obstacle). 

2. The Motif of the “Double”. The motif of the “double” is associated with the idea of split personality and 

the struggle between opposing aspects of the human self. This motif is often used to illustrate the hero’s 
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internal conflict, dark sides, or hidden desires. The following can be cited as an example of the motif of the 

“Double” from world literature: 

– European literature: “Dr.Jekyll and Mr.Hyde” by R. L. Stevenson - duality of personality, where a scientific 

experiment leads to the separation of good and evil in one person [10]. 

– Russian literature: “The Double” by F.M.Dostoevsky - the theme of split personality and alienation, 

reflecting mental disorder and social isolation [11]. 

– Modern literature: “Fight Club” by Chuck Palahniuk - the main character creates an alter ego to express 

repressed desires and go beyond society [12]. 

This motif can be classified as theme, symbolism and archetypal aspects as follows: 

– Theme: Split, internal conflict, search for identity. 

– Symbolism: Mirror, shadow, reflection. 

– Archetypes: Shadow, double, antagonist within. 

3. The Motif of the “Labyrinth”. The “labyrinth” motif symbolizes confusion, difficulty of choice, and the 

search for a way out. This motif is often used as a metaphor to describe difficult life situations or internal 

experiences. The following can be cited as an example of the motif of the “Labyrinth” from world literature: 

– Ancient Literature: The myth of the Minotaur and the labyrinth is a symbol of difficult trials and the search 

for a way out of difficult situations [13]. 

– Modern Literature: Umberto Eco’s “The Name of the Rose” is a labyrinth library symbolizing the difficulty 

of searching for truth and knowledge [14]. 

– Postmodernism: The works of J.L.Borges, where the labyrinth serves as a metaphor for the confusion of 

human existence and endless interpretations [15]. 

This motif can be classified as theme, symbolism and archetypal aspects as follows: 

– Theme: Search, error, difficulty of choice. 

– Symbolism: Confusion, complex paths, dead ends. 

– Archetypes: Traveler, sage, monster. 

4. The Motif of the “Return”. The motif of the “return” is one of the key ones in literature and is associated 

with the idea of returning home, reunification, or returning to the starting point after long journeys or trials. 

This motif expresses the ideas of restoration, redemption, and completion. The following can be cited as an 

example of the motif of the “Labyrinth” from world literature: 

– Antiquity: Homer’s “Return” – the return home as the finale of the hero’s spiritual and physical journey [7]. 

– Modernism: James Joyce’s “Ulysses” – Leopold Bloom’s symbolic return to home and himself through a 

day’s journey through Dublin [16]. 

– Russian Literature: Leo Tolstoy’s “War and Peace” – the return of Pierre Bezukhov and Andrei Bolkonsky 

to peaceful life after the war [17]. 

This motif can be classified as theme, symbolism and archetypal aspects as follows: 

– Theme: Return, restoration, completion of the journey. 

– Symbolism: Home, door, way back. 

– Archetypes: Hero, traveler, redeemer. 

The examination of key motifs across various literary traditions reveals the universality and diversity of their 

functions within narratives. Motifs such as the “Hero’s Journey”, “Double”, “Labyrinth” and “Return” serve 

as foundational elements that express common human experiences, while reflecting the specific cultural, 

social, and historical contexts of the works in which they appear. By classifying these motifs through themes, 

symbolism, and archetypal aspects, a deeper understanding of their significance is achieved. This analysis lays 

the groundwork for a systematic classification of motifs, offering insights into the ways they shape and 

structure literary narratives across time and cultures. 

 

Classification of motives by themes, symbols and archetypes. 

Classification of motives is an important stage in creating a systematic approach to their analysis. The above-

described motives can be classified according to several criteria: 

1. Themes: Thematic classification allows you to group motives by the key ideas they express. For example, 

the motives of “journey”, “return” and “search for truth” can be combined into a common theme of “search 

and self-knowledge”. 
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2. Symbolism: Symbolic classification analyzes motives from the point of view of their metaphorical meaning. 

For example, the “labyrinth” motive symbolizes complexity and confusion, and the “mirror” motive – self-

reflection and bifurcation. 

3. Archetypes: Archetypal classification is based on Jungian theory of archetypes, where motives are 

considered as an expression of collective images. For example, the “hero” motif is associated with the “hero” 

archetype, and the “shadow” motif is associated with the “shadow” archetype, reflecting the suppressed 

aspects of the personality. 

The table below shows the classification of the considered motifs by themes, symbols, and archetypes: 

Motif Theme Symbolism Archetypes 

Hero’s Journey Search, struggle Path, gate, obstacles Hero, sage 

Double Split, conflict Mirror, shadow 
Shadow, 

antagonist 

Labyrinth Search, confusion Confusion, dead ends Traveler 

Return Restoration Home, way back Redeemer, hero 

 

Classifying motives by themes, symbols, and archetypes is essential for creating a structured approach to their 

analysis. This method allows for a deeper understanding of how recurring motifs function within narratives, 

revealing both their thematic relevance and symbolic meaning. By linking motifs such as the “Hero’s 

Journey”, “Double”, “Labyrinth”, and “Return” to universal archetypes like the hero, shadow, or redeemer, 

this classification system highlights the shared human experiences that these motifs represent. The result is a 

more comprehensive framework that enhances the interpretation of literary works across various traditions 

and cultural contexts. 

 

A Systems Approach to the Classification of Motives. 

To integrate existing methodologies and develop a new systems approach to the classification of motives, it 

is necessary to take into account the diversity of genres, cultural contexts, and historical periods. A systems 

approach allows us to create a holistic model that combines different approaches to the analysis of motives 

and considers their functions and meanings. 

Elements of a systems approach: 

1. Integration of methodologies: Combining structural, semiotic, cultural, and archetypal approaches to create 

a multi-level classification of motives. This will allow us to consider both the plot functions of motives and 

their symbolic meaning in the cultural context. 

2. Hierarchical structure: Building a hierarchical model of motives, where motives are distributed across 

levels depending on their significance and role in the text. Primary motives, such as “journey” or “search,” 

occupy the top level, while subordinate motives (e.g., “crossing,” “duel”) are located at the lower levels. 

3. Interdisciplinarity: Incorporating methods from psychoanalysis, cultural studies, semiotics and digital 

analysis to gain a deeper understanding of motifs and their functions. This aspect involves using modern 

technologies such as computer text analysis and network modeling to identify hidden patterns and 

relationships between motifs.  

4. National specificity: Adapting the classification system to national and regional literary traditions to reflect 

the uniqueness of motifs characteristic of specific cultures. For example, studying motifs in Uzbek and 

Karakalpak literature will expand the understanding of universal and specific elements of motifs. 

Examples of applying the systems approach. 

The application of the developed systems approach will allow us to create a universal base of motives that can 

be used to analyze texts from different eras and cultures. 

Example 1: The motive of “sacrifice”. 

• Theme: Selflessness, redemption. 

• Symbolism: Blood, altar, sacrifice. 

• Archetypes: Redeemer, savior. 

• Examples: 

– Ancient Greek literature: The myth of Iphigenia – sacrifice for the welfare of the state [18]. 

– Christian literature: The story of Christ – the motive of sacrifice for the salvation of humanity [19]. 
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– Modern literature: “Lord of the Flies” by W. Golding – Simon’s sacrifice, symbolizing the loss of innocence 

[20]. 

Example 2: The motive of “temptation” 

• Theme: Fighting temptation, moral choice. 

• Symbolism: Serpent, apple, forbidden fruit. 

• Archetypes: Tempter, victim. 

• Examples: 

– Biblical texts: The temptation of Adam and Eve is the motive of original sin [21]. 

– European literature: “Doctor Faust” is a deal with the devil for the sake of knowledge and power [22]. 

– Modern literature: “The Master and Margarita” by M.Bulgakov is the temptation of heroes by power and 

love [23]. 

The application of the systems approach to the classification and analysis of literary motifs provides a 

comprehensive framework for understanding how themes, symbolism, and archetypes are expressed across 

different literary traditions. By examining key motifs such as “sacrifice” and “temptation” in ancient, religious, 

and modern literature, this method demonstrates the ability to create a universal base of motifs. This base can 

be used to analyze and compare texts from diverse eras and cultures, offering valuable insights into the shared 

human experiences that these motifs represent. The systems approach, by integrating interdisciplinary 

methodologies, helps uncover deeper patterns and relationships between literary elements, contributing to a 

more holistic understanding of narratives and their cultural significance. 

 

Conclusion 

The article presents a comprehensive analysis of the various methods for identifying and describing literary 

motifs across different literary traditions. By integrating historical-cultural, structural, semiotic, 

psychoanalytic, and intertextual approaches, it offers a systematic framework for understanding how motifs 

function within narratives. These recurring elements, as symbols, themes, or archetypes, provide a deep insight 

into the cultural, social, and psychological dimensions of literature. 

The proposed systems approach to the classification of motifs not only allows for their identification but also 

provides a method for categorizing them based on themes, symbolism, and archetypes. This interdisciplinary 

methodology, with its emphasis on the diversity of genres, cultural contexts, and historical periods, helps to 

build a universal motif base that can be applied to a wide range of texts. The exploration of key motifs, such 

as sacrifice, temptation, and the hero’s journey, illustrates how the systems approach can be used to uncover 

shared human experiences across literary traditions. 

Ultimately, this integrative framework enhances our understanding of literary motifs, contributing to a more 

nuanced interpretation of texts and a deeper appreciation of the symbolic and thematic structures that shape 

literature. 
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