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Abstract  

This study investigates the use of figurative language-specifically metaphor, simile, and 

hyperbole-in the lyrics of Survivor’s 1982 album Eye of the Tiger. Employing a qualitative 

semiotic approach, the research analyzes 25 instances of figurative language across nine 

songs. The findings reveal metaphors as the dominant figure of speech (48%), followed by 

similes (32%) and hyperboles (20%). These rhetorical devices collectively enhance the 

expression of resilience, empowerment, and adversity, deepening the emotional resonance 

with listeners. This study addresses a research gap by exploring how these devices interact 

within the album’s narrative rather than in isolation. The results demonstrate the essential 

role of figurative language in conveying complex cultural narratives in popular music. 
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Introduction  

Figurative language is fundamental in shaping meaning in literature and 

music, where metaphors, similes, and hyperboles transcend mere decoration to 

communicate emotions and enrich thematic depth. Semiotic theory frames language 

as a system of signs that constructs meaning within cultural contexts (Barthes, 1977; 

Saussure, 1916). Recent scholarly work emphasizes that understanding song lyrics 

requires attention to the social and cultural environment influencing their creation 

(Adab & Valde s, 2020). Survivor’s Eye of the Tiger exemplifies the blending of 

figurative language and cultural narrative, articulating themes of hope, bravery, and 

persistence. For instance, the metaphor “eye of the tiger” symbolizes focused survival 
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instinct, while similes like “like a tiger” evoke vivid images of courage and power. 

Hyperbolic expressions such as “went the distance” amplify the emotional stakes of 

personal struggle. Although previous research often isolates individual figures of 

speech, this study focuses on their interaction to reveal a cohesive lyrical 

narrative.The objectives are to identify and classify metaphors, similes, and 

hyperboles in Eye of the Tiger, interpret their contextual meanings, analyze their 

emotional and ideological functions, and explore their combined effect in reinforcing 

the album's themes. 

 

Method  

 This qualitative descriptive study applies a semiotic approach to analyze 

figurative language in Eye of the Tiger (Survivor, 1982). Data consist of official lyrics 

from nine songs, sourced from verified materials including the album booklet and 

accurate online repositories like Genius.com and AZLyrics. 

The analysis process involved: 

• Multiple readings of each song’s lyrics for thematic and tonal understanding. 

• Systematic identification and coding of metaphors, similes, and hyperboles 

based on established definitions: metaphors as indirect comparisons without 

"like" or "as," similes marked by “like” or “as,” and hyperboles as deliberate 

exaggerations for emphasis. 

• Cross-validation of coding by a second researcher to ensure reliability. 

•  Contextual interpretation drawing on socio-cultural insights from early 

1980s America through historical literature and music studies. 

Semiotic theories from Saussure (signifier and signified), Peirce (icon, index, 

symbol), and Barthes (mythologies) guided the interpretation of figurative devices. 

Conceptual metaphor theory (Lakoff & Johnson, 2003) informed understanding of 

cognitive mappings in metaphors.Limitations include focus on English-language 

lyrics and potential cultural bias in interpretation. This framework allows replication 

through detailed data collection and coding protocols. 

 

Result 

Table 1: Distribution of Figurative Language in Eye of the Tiger 

No Type Frequency Percentage 

1 Metaphore 12 48% 

2 Simile 8 32% 

3 Hyperbole 5 20% 

 Total 25 100% 
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Metaphors predominate, indicating a preference for indirect, symbolic 

representation of resilience and struggle. Similes provide vivid and relatable 

comparisons, while hyperboles heighten emotional intensity.  

Table 1: Examples of Figurative Language in Key Songs 

Num Song Metaphor Simile Hyperbole 

1 
Eye of the 
Tiger 

“Eye of the tiger” 
(focus, survival drive) 

“Like a tiger” 
(bravery) 

“Went the distance” 
(effort) 

2 
Burning 
Heart 

 

“Burning heart” 
(passion, conflict) 

“Like a 
warrior” 
(strength) 

“Fight to survive” 
(challenge) 

3 
I Can’t 

Hold Back 
 

“Can’t hold back” 
(emotional overload) 

“Like a river” 
(unstoppable) 

“I’ll give it all” 
(dedication) 

4 
The 

Moment of 
Truth 

“Moment of truth” 
(life-changing 
decision) 

“Like a 
dream” 
(aspiration) 

“Everything is on 
the line” (stakes) 

5 
Man 

Against the 
World 

“Man against the 
world” (individual 
struggle) 

“Like a lone 
wolf” 
(isolation, 
courage) 

“Fighting against 
the odds” 
(difficulty) 

  

Discussion 

The metaphor “eye of the tiger” anchors the album’s central theme of focused 

determination. This cognitive image resonates as a psychological anchor, motivating 

listeners to persist through adversity. Similes such as “like a tiger” and “like a warrior” 

draw vivid analogies to strength, enhancing the visual imagination. Hyperboles, 

while less frequent, serve to intensify the emotional stakes, transforming abstract 

challenges into tangible struggles. 

 The interaction between these devices creates a layered narrative. For 

example, in Eye of the Tiger, the metaphor “eye of the tiger” aligns with the simile 

“like a tiger” to reinforce a symbol of raw power and bravery, while hyperbolic 

expressions underscore the emotional cost and stakes involved. This synergy 

enriches meaning and engages listeners cognitively and emotionally. 

Culturally, the early 1980s American rock context, marked by themes of 

individualism and resilience during economic uncertainty, informs and intensifies 

the interpretation of these devices. The album’s figurative language reflects broader 

societal values, contributing to its enduring appeal. Compared to prior research (e.g., 

Middleton, 2000; Moore, 2012), this study highlights the holistic interaction among 

figurative devices rather than isolated usage, deepening our understanding of lyrical 

semiotics in popular music. 

 

 



Ni Nyoman Ayu Purnamawati,I Made Perdana Skolastika 
The Use of Figurative Language in Survivor’s Album Eye of the Tiger: A Semiotic Analysis  
of Metaphor, Simile, and Hyperbole 
 

8706 
 

 

Conclusion  

This research demonstrates that figurative language-metaphor, simile, and 

hyperbole-plays an essential, interconnected role in Survivor’s Eye of the Tiger 

album, articulating themes of resilience, empowerment, and struggle. By applying a 

semiotic qualitative approach, the study shows how these devices enhance 

emotional depth and listener engagement, serving as cultural signifiers within the 

1980s rock genre. These findings emphasize the importance of analyzing multiple 

rhetorical devices together to capture the complexity of musical meaning.  

Practically, this research informs lyric writing, music education, and cultural 

studies by illustrating how language crafts powerful narratives that resonate with 

audiences. Future research should extend this approach to different musical genres 

and cultural contexts, as well as longitudinally exploring how figurative language in 

rock music evolves over time. A comparative analysis involving other bands from the 

era could further illuminate shared or divergent semiotic strategies. 
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