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In the context of the gradual popularization of digital social networking, emoticons have transformed
from simple auxiliary symbols into an indispensable visual language carrier for online communication.
Most of the current research focuses on the emotional expression function of emoticons, not enough
attention is paid to their metaphorical role in building social identity, and there is a lack of systematic
discussion of their deep semantic mechanisms from the perspective of cognitive linguistics. This study
is based on conceptual metaphor theory and community interaction theory, combined with qualitative
content analysis and in—depth interviews, and selects multiple active online interest communities as the
research field to examine how emoticons achieve polysemic expression through metaphorical mapping,
and further affect the identity recognition and sense of belonging of community members. Research
has found that the metaphorical function of emoticons is not randomly generated, but is formed based
on the cultural context and interaction habits shared by the community. After specific emoticons
are repeatedly used, they solidify a semantic meaning that goes beyond the literal meaning and is
exclusive to the community. For example, the "dog head" emoticon symbolizes "self-deprecation" or
“irony" in some communities, and then becomes the language boundary that distinguishes internal and
external members. The use of metaphorical symbols not only improves the efficiency of information
transmission, but also subtly strengthens the exclusivity and cohesion of the community, becoming
an implicit mechanism for members to establish tacit understanding and trust. This study expands the
study of emoticons from emotional expression to social cognition and group behavior, revealing the
deep driving role played by the metaphorical mechanism in digital language in the formation of online
community identity. The conclusion provides a new theoretical perspective for understanding the
evolution of online language and the governance of virtual communities, and is also of reference value
for the design of more culturally inclusive symbol systems for social platforms.
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