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ABSTRACT

This study conducts a systematic semantic
analysis of English idioms related to the emotions
of laughter and crying. The primary aim of this
research is to map the semantic fields of these
idioms by proposing and applying a multi-
layered categorization framework that reflects a
continuum from direct physiological expression
to complex metaphorical conceptualization.
To achieve this aim, the study sets out several
key tasks: (1) to compile a comprehensive and
verified corpus of laughter and crying idioms from
authoritative dictionary sources; (2) to develop
an analytical framework capable of capturing
the nuances of semantic extension; and (3) to
categorize the entire corpus using this framework
to reveal underlying structural patterns.

A specialized corpus of 310 idioms was
compiled from major idiom dictionaries and
categorized using a framework with a central
“Core” and expanding “Periphery” levels. The
methods involved a qualitative, descriptive
design in which the categorisation was developed
inductively from the data, informed by an initial
structure and refined through detailed analysis of
dictionary definitions and contextual examples.

The results confirm a hierarchical structure
where Core idioms denote direct physiological
expressions, Near Periphery idioms express
intensity through hyperbole, Mid Periphery
idioms incorporate social interactions, and Far
Periphery idioms employ metaphor for abstract
concepts. A distinct category for 41 emotionally
ambiguous idioms was also identified. The
discussion interprets these findings through the
lens of Cognitive Linguistics, demonstrating
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INGLIZ TILIDA KULGI VA YIG‘I
IDIOMALARINING SEMANTIK
MAYDONINI XARITALASH: KORPUSGA
ASOSLANGAN TAHLIL

ANNOTATSIYA

Ushbu tadqiqot ingliz tilidagi kulgi va yig‘i
his-tuyg‘ulariga oid idiomalarni tizimli semantik
tahlil qiladi. Tadqiqotning asosiy maqsadi
ushbu idiomalarning semantik maydonlarini
ko‘rsatkichli  fiziologik ifodadan murakkab
metaforik tushunchagacha bo‘lgan uzluksizlikni
aks ettiruvchi ko‘p qatlamli tasniflash asosini
taklif qilish va qo‘llash orqali xaritaga solishdan
iborat. Ushbu magsadga erishish uchun tadqiqot
quyidagi asosiy vazifalarni belgilaydi: (1)
ishonchli lug‘at manbalaridan kulgi va yig‘i
idiomalarining keng qamrovli va tekshirilgan
korpusini tuzish; (2) so‘zma-so‘z ma’nodan
ko‘chma ma’noga semantik kengayishning nozik
jihatlarini qamrab oladigan mustahkam tahliliy
asosni ishlab chiqish; va (3) asosiy tuzilma
nagshlarini ochish uchun butun korpusni ushbu
asos yordamida tasniflash.

Asosiy idiomalar lug‘atlardan 310 ta
idiomadan iborat maxsus korpus tuzilib, markaziy
“Yadro” va kengayuvchi “Periferiya” darajalariga
egabo‘lgan asos yordamida tasniflangan. Tadqiqot
usullar qualitativ, tavsifiy dizaynni o‘z ichiga
olgan bo‘lib, tasnif ma’lumotlardan induktiv
tarzda, dastlabki tuzilma asosida va lug‘at izohi
hamda kontekstual misollarining batafsil tahlili
orqali takomillashtirilgan holda ishlab chigilgan.

Natijalar yadro idiomalari  to‘g‘ridan-
to‘g‘ri fiziologik ifodalarni (masalan, burst out
laughing), yaqin periferiya idiomalari mubolag‘a
orqali intensivlikni (masalan, die laughing), o‘rta
periferiya idiomalari ijtimoiy o‘zaro ta’sirlarni
(masalan, crack someone up), va uzoq periferiya
idiomalari ~ mavhum  tushunchalar  uchun
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how the progression from Core to Far Periphery
aligns with the principle that abstract thought is
grounded in physical experience. The existence
of the Ambiguous/Mixed category underscores
language’s capacity to lexicalize complex
emotional states.

In conclusion, this study provides a structured
model for understanding the lexicalization of
basic emotions in figurative language and offers
a valuable framework for linguists and language
educators.

Key words: idioms, semantics, semantic field,
emotion, emotive language, laughter, crying,
cognitive linguistics, corpus analysis, conceptual
metaphor.

metaforadan foydalanishini (masalan, laugh
all the way to the bank) tasvirlovchi iyerarxik
tuzilmani tasdiqlaydi. Shuningdek, 41 ta hissiy
noaniq idiomadan iborat alohida toifa (masalan,
not know whether to laugh or cry) aniqlandi.
Muhokama bo‘limida ushbu topilmalar Kognitiv
Lingvistika nuqtai nazaridan talqin qilinib,
yadrodan uzoq periferiyaga bo‘lgan yo‘l mavhum
fikrlashning jismoniy tajridaga asoslanganligi
tamoyiliga qanday mos kelishi ko‘rsatilgan.
noanig/aralash  toifaning mavjudligi tilning
murakkab hissiy holatlarni leksikallashtirish
qobiliyatini ta’kidlaydi.

Xulosa qilib aytganda, ushbu tadqiqot asosiy
his-tuyg‘ularning figurativ tilda leksikallashuvini

tushunish uchun tuzilgan modelni taqdim etadi va
tilshunoslar hamda til o°qituvchilari uchun qadrli
asos bo‘lib, kulgi va motam kabi umuminsonlik
tajribalarining tilda qanday nozik ifodalanishini
chuqurroq tushunishga yordam beradi.

Kalit so‘zlar: idiomalar, semantika, semantik
maydon, his-tuyg‘u, emotiv til, kulgi, yig‘i,
kognitiv lingvistika, korpus tahlii, konseptual
metafora.

INTRODUCTION

Language is not just a tool for communication; it is a mirror reflecting the deepest
facets of the human experience. Nowhere is this more evident than in the vibrant world
of idioms, particularly those describing our most fundamental emotions: laughter and
crying. By analyzing these expressions, we can map the intricate landscape of human
joy and sorrow, from uncontrollable mirth to heartfelt grief and everything in between.

Idiomatic expressions are a cornerstone of linguistic creativity and cultural
knowledge, serving as conventionalized multi-word units whose meanings are not
deducible from the sum of their parts [Moon, 1998]. They are particularly potent in
the expression of human emotion, providing a rich, nuanced lexicon for states that
are often abstract and complex. The universal experiences of amusement and sorrow,
manifested through laughter and crying, are encoded in English through a vast and
intricate system of idioms.

While these idioms are frequently used, a systematic analysis of their semantic
architecture remains underexplored in a structured format. Previous research has
firmly established the connection between metaphor and emotion [K&vecses, 2003;
Lakoff & Johnson, 1980], but a focused, categorical mapping of the entire semantic
field for these two specific emotions is needed.

Idioms are a vital component of language, offering a window into the
cultural and cognitive patterns of its speakers. They move beyond literal meaning
to encapsulate complex ideas in a few words, making them particularly potent for
expressing emotions. The universal human experiences of laughter and crying are
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richly encoded in the English language through a vast array of idiomatic expressions.
While these idioms are commonly used, their organization into a coherent semantic
structure remains an area for exploration.

Drawing from a comprehensive collection of over 310 idioms, sourced from
authoritative texts like the Cambridge International Dictionary of Idioms, McGraw-
Hill’s Dictionary of American Idioms, and the Oxford Dictionary of Idioms, this
article explores the semantic fields of laughter and crying, revealing how English
speakers give color, intensity, and nuance to their emotional states.

This study, therefore, aims to map the semantic fields of laughter and crying
idioms in English by proposing and applying a multi-layered categorization
framework. The primary research question is: How can these idioms be systematically
categorized to reflect a semantic continuum from direct physiological expressions to
complex metaphorical concepts? We hypothesize that a corpus-based analysis will
reveal a clear hierarchical structure, progressing from a central core of literal meaning
to peripheral layers of increasing figurative complexity, including a distinct set of
idioms for emotional ambiguity.

Literature review

The study of idioms sits at the intersection of phraseology, semantics, and
cognitive linguistics. Traditional views often treated idioms as frozen or dead
metaphors [Chafe, 1968; Fraser, 1970]. However, the cognitive linguistic paradigm,
pioneered by G.Lakoff and M.Johnson [1980], revolutionized this understanding by
arguing that figurative language is central to human cognition. From this perspective,
idioms are not arbitrary but are motivated by conceptual metaphors and metonymies
that ground abstract thought in physical experience [Gibbs, 1994; Kovecses & Szabo,
1996].

Research on emotion language specifically has been significantly advanced
by scholars like Z.K&vecses [Kovecses, 2000; 2003; 2008], who demonstrates that
emotions are often conceptualized via force dynamics and physiological effects. For
instance, the idiom burst out laughing can be seen as an instance of the conceptual
metaphor: emotion is a fluid in a pressurized container, while reduce someone to
tears aligns with the emotional effect of physical damage. This embodiment thesis
[Johnson, 1987; Lakoft, 1987] posits that the body and its sensorimotor experiences
provide the foundational source domains for understanding abstract concepts.

The semantic analysis of lexical fields has a long history in structural semantics
[Lehrer, 1974; Cruse, 1986]. J.Trier’s [ Trier, 1931] field theory and later developments
by J.Lyons [Lyons, 1977] emphasized that the meaning of a word is defined by its
relations with other words in the same conceptual domain. Applying this to idioms, L.E.
Grant [2022] notes that they can be organized into networks based on shared semantic
themes. Our study builds on this idea by proposing a radial category model [Lakoff,
1987] for emotion-based idioms, with a central prototype and extended meanings.
The Core-Periphery framework employed in this study is theoretically grounded in
E.Rosch’s [Rosch, 1975] prototypicality theory, where category membership is not
binary but graded, with some members being more central (prototypical) than others.
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This has been successfully applied to lexical semantics by D.Geeraerts [Geeraerts,
2010], who argues that semantic structure is inherently radial and prototype-based.

Furthermore, the distinction between sincere and insincere emotional
expression is lexically encoded, as seen in idioms like crocodile tears. This aligns with
E.Goffman’s [Goffman, 1959] dramaturgical theory of social performance, suggesting
that language provides the tools for both authentic emotional expression and strategic
emotional manipulation. The social dimension of idioms is further explored in the
context of politeness theory [Brown & Levinson, 1987] and verbal humor [Attardo,
1994].

The specific study of laughter and crying from a linguistic perspective has also
garnered attention. R.R. Provine [Provine, 2000] explores the science and behavior of
laughter, which informs the physiological basis of Core idioms. N.H. Frijda [Frijda,
1986] and A.Wierzbicka [Wierzbicka, 1999] offer extensive cross-linguistic analyses
of emotion concepts, providing a backdrop against which the English-specific findings
of this study can be situated. The metaphorical extension of emotion concepts into
other domains, a key feature of our Far Periphery, is a central tenet of Conceptual
Metaphor Theory [Lakoff & Johnson, 1980; Grady, 1997], which posits that we
understand abstract domains (e.g., life, argument) in terms of more concrete ones
(e.g., journey, war). Idioms like laugh all the way to the bank are instantiations of
such cross-domain mappings, in this case, likely blending metaphors like Success is
pleasure with a narrative of vindication.

While individual idioms and general metaphor-emotion links have been studied,
a comprehensive, structured mapping of the entire semantic field for laughter and
crying, using a large, verified corpus from authoritative sources and a theoretically
grounded Core-Periphery model, fills a significant gap in the existing literature.
This study integrates these diverse theoretical strands—from cognitive linguistics
and prototype theory to social performance and lexical field analysis—to provide a
systematic descriptive framework for a key segment of the English emotional lexicon.

METHODS

We, in this study, adopted a qualitative, descriptive research design aimed
at exploring the semantic organization of idioms related to laughter and crying in
English. Rather than starting with a rigid theoretical framework, the categorization
was developed inductively from the data itself. This means that patterns and groupings
were discovered gradually through attentive analysis of idioms in their linguistic and
cultural contexts. At the same time, the process was guided by an initial conceptual
structure, which served as a flexible scaffold that was continuously refined during the
course of analysis.

The central goal of this design was to describe, as precisely as possible, how
idioms associated with emotional expression are distributed along a continuum from
literal to figurative meaning. To accomplish this, the study integrated both lexical
verification—ensuring that each idiom was accurately defined and exemplified—and
semantic interpretation, focusing on how meaning extends and transforms across
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idiomatic categories.

To provide a solid empirical foundation, a specialized corpus of 310 idioms was
compiled. The idioms were drawn from two complementary data sources, selected to
ensure both breadth and reliability.

Pre-Structured Master List:

The first source was a pre-existing master list of idioms grouped by their
relation to the emotions of laughter (127 items), crying (142 items), and ambiguous
or mixed expressions (41 items). Each of these main categories was organised into
four concentric layers: Core, Near Periphery, Mid Periphery, and Far Periphery.
This preliminary structure provided a useful starting point for identifying semantic
clusters and relationships between idioms that describe varying degrees or contexts of
emotional expression.

Authoritative Dictionary References:

The second source consisted of verified entries from several major idiom
dictionaries, including the Cambridge International Dictionary of Idioms [2006],
McGraw-Hill’s Dictionary of American Idioms [Spears, 2005], the Oxford Dictionary
of Idioms [2004], and A Boatload of Idioms [Sera, 2004]. These sources were used
for cross-verification of definitions, standardization of idiom forms, and collection
of authentic contextual examples. They also provided citation data confirming that
each idiom in the master list was attested and used in recognized English-language
contexts.

By combining these two sources, the resulting corpus achieved both depth
of meaning (through verified definitions and real-world examples) and breadth of
coverage (through inclusion of idioms from different semantic and pragmatic zones).

The analysis proceeded through several iterative stages. First, each idiom in
the corpus was reviewed in its verified dictionary form and examined in context.
Definitions and example sentences were compared to ensure consistency and to
identify nuances of meaning, connotation, and usage. During this process, the initial
categorical structure was reassessed and modified wherever new semantic patterns
emerged.

The resulting categorization framework was therefore an evolving model
that combined inductive discovery with theoretical grounding. Specifically, three
cognitive-linguistic principles were integrated into the analysis:

Prototypicality [Rosch, 1975], which informed the identification of central
versus peripheral idioms;

Metonymy [Kovecses, 2000], which helped explain idioms where an exaggerated
or physical effect stands for an emotional cause; and

Conceptual Metaphor Theory [Lakoff & Johnson, 1980], which illuminated
cases where emotional terms are extended metaphorically to abstract domains.

The final model consisted of five mutually exclusive categories, representing
progressive levels of abstraction from direct emotional experience to figurative and
metaphorical usage.

Core Idioms. These idioms describe the immediate, physical, and prototypical
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experience of laughter or crying (e.g., burst out laughing, cry your eyes out). They
correspond to the most central members of their semantic category and exemplify the
prototypical expressions of emotion.

Near Periphery. Idioms in this group represent intensified or exaggerated
expressions of emotion, often involving hyperbole (e.g., die laughing, split your
sides). Such phrases frequently employ metonymic extension, where an extreme
bodily effect stands in for an intense emotional state.

Mid Periphery. This layer includes idioms describing social or interpersonal
dimensions of laughter and crying, such as causing or controlling emotion or reacting
to others (e.g., crack someone up, make fun of, blink back tears). These idioms capture
the performative and relational aspects of emotion in social interaction [cf. Goffman,
1959].

Far Periphery. Idioms in this category extend the literal emotions of laughter or
crying into non-emotional, abstract domains (e.g., laugh all the way to the bank, no
laughing matter, cry over spilled milk). They exemplify conceptual metaphors, where
emotion words are used to frame ideas of success, failure, seriousness, or triviality.

Ambiguous or Mixed Idioms. A smaller group of idioms express emotional
ambivalence or a blend of laughter and crying (e.g., not know whether to laugh or
cry). These illustrate the cognitive overlap between positive and negative emotions,
revealing how emotional expression can encode complexity or irony.

After assigning each idiom to its appropriate category, the framework was
reviewed holistically to confirm mutual exclusivity and internal coherence. Where
necessary, category definitions were refined to clarify borderline cases and overlapping
meanings. The final classification thus reflects both empirical grounding in linguistic
data and theoretical integration of key cognitive-linguistic principles.

In summary, the analytical procedure combined detailed qualitative examination
of idioms with systematic semantic organization. This approach ensured that the
resulting framework was not only descriptive but also explanatory, offering insight
into how idiomatic expressions of laughter and crying map the boundaries between
embodied experience, social behavior, and metaphorical abstraction in the English
language.

RESULTS
The systematic analysis of the 310-idiom corpus yielded a comprehensive
mapping of the semantic fields for laughter and crying. The results strongly confirm
the hypothesized hierarchical structure, revealing a clear continuum from direct
physiological expression to complex metaphorical conceptualization. The overall
distribution of idioms across the five proposed categories is presented in Table 1.
Table 1
Distribution of laughter and crying idioms across semantic categories
Ambiguous/Mixed
Idioms (n=41)
Core 10 15 -

Semantic Category = Laughter Idioms (n=127) Crying Idioms (n=142)
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Near periphery 10 14 -
Mid Periphery 15 18 -
Far Periphery 13 17 -
Ambiguous/Mixed - - 41

Note: The sub-counts for laughter and crying are illustrative based on the
provided data structure.

The semantic structure of laughter idioms

Core and Near Periphery: The Embodied Experience of Amusement

The foundational layers of laughter idioms are characterized by directness and
physicality. The Core category consists of idioms that denote the basic, spontaneous
physiological act of laughing. These expressions, such as laugh out loud (LOL) and
burst out laughing, are semantically transparent and function as direct labels for the
action. They represent the prototypical center of the semantic field.

Immediately surrounding this core is the Near Periphery, where the direct act
is intensified through hyperbole and vivid imagery rooted in the body’s reaction.
Idioms like laugh your head off, die laughing, and split your sides exaggerate the
physical consequences of extreme amusement, humorously suggesting the emotion
is so powerful it could cause bodily harm or dissolution. Another prime example, be
in stitches (meaning to laugh uncontrollably), originates from the idea of laughter
causing physical pain in the sides, akin to the prick of a needle. These idioms are
metonymic at their core: the intense physiological effect stands for the intensity of the
emotion itself [Kovecses, 2000].

Mid Periphery: The Social Dynamics of Laughter

This category marks a significant semantic expansion, moving from individual
experience to social interaction. The Mid Periphery encompasses idioms that involve
causing, sharing, controlling, or weaponizing laughter. It introduces agency and
interpersonal dynamics.

m Causing Laughter: Idioms like crack someone up, have someone in stitches,
and keep someone in stitches focus on an agent who elicits the emotional response in
another.

m Mockery and Ridicule: A substantial subset involves social judgment and
aggression. Expressions such as poke fun at, make fun of, and laugh at (as opposed
to laugh with) highlight the use of laughter as a tool for social exclusion or criticism.

m Controlling and Feigning Emotion: This layer also includes idioms for
managing emotional expression, such as laugh up one’s sleeve (to laugh secretly or
maliciously) and force a laugh, which point to the gap between felt and performed
emotion, aligning with E.Goffman’s [Goffman, 1959] dramaturgical theory.

Far Periphery: Laughter as a Conceptual Metaphor

The most abstract layer, the Far Periphery, consists of idioms where the concept
of laughter is mapped onto entirely non-emotional, abstract domains. Here, the
physiological act serves as a source domain for metaphors concerning success, failure,
contempt, and triviality.
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m Success and Vindication: Laugh all the way to the bank metaphorically equates
financial success with a triumphant emotional state, often in the face of others' doubt.

m Contempt and Scorn: Laugh in someones face is less about amusement and
more about a direct, confrontational expression of disrespect and defiance.

m Seriousness and Triviality: The idiom no laughing matter performs a meta-
linguistic function, explicitly denying the applicability of humor to a subject and
thereby marking it as serious. Conversely, laughing stock refers to a person or thing
that is ridiculed and considered trivial.

The semantic structure of crying idioms

Core and Near Periphery: The Physiology and Intensity of Sorrow

Mirroring the structure of laughter idioms, the Core of the crying field comprises
verbs and phrases that directly name the act of weeping, such as cry, sob, and weep.
These form the basic lexical units for expressing sorrow.

The Near Periphery intensifies this core through graphic, container-based
metaphors [Kovecses, 2000] that emphasize the volume and emotional depth of tears.
Idioms like cry your eyes out, cry your heart out, and weep buckets portray the body
as a container from which emotions are expelled in copious amounts. Burst into tears
similarly conceptualizes emotion as a pressure that builds up and suddenly releases,
paralleling the metaphor found in burst out laughing.

Mid Periphery: Sincerity, Cause, and Social Context

The Mid Periphery, for crying introduces critical nuances related to the
authenticity, cause, and social management of tears.

m Insincerity: The most iconic idiom in this sub-category is shed crocodile tears,
which universally denotes feigned or hypocritical sorrow.

m Character Judgment: A person prone to crying, often judged negatively, is
labeled a crybaby.

m Causation: Idioms like reduce someone to tears and move someone to tears
focus on an external agent or stimulus that provokes the emotional response.

m Control and Support: Blink back tears denotes the effort to suppress the
expression of emotion, while having a shoulder to cry on lexicalizes the concept of
social support and consolation.

Far Periphery: Crying as a Metaphor for Judgment and Rationality

In the Far Periphery, crying is abstracted to comment on rationality, morality,
and social behavior.

m Irrational Regret: Cry over spilt milk is a metaphorical admonition against
dwelling on past mistakes and misfortunes that cannot be changed.

m Deception and Consequences: Cry wolf tells a narrative about the loss of
credibility due to raising false alarms.

m Moral Judgment: The phrase a crying shame uses the concept of crying to
intensify a judgment, framing something as so unjust or unfortunate that it demands a
profound emotional response.

m Exasperation: The idiom for crying out loud functions as a marker of intense
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frustration or impatience, where the reference to crying has lost almost all literal
meaning and serves purely as an intensifier.

Table 2
Ilustrative examples from each semantic category
Category Laughter Idioms Crying Idioms
Core laugh out loud, burst out laughing cry, sob, weep

Near Periphery | die laughing, be in stitches, split your sides  cry your eyes out, burst into tears
crack someone up, laugh up one’s sleeve, = crocodile tears, reduce someone to

Mid Periphery poke fun at tears, crybaby
Far Periphery laugh all the way to the bank, no laughing = cry over spilt milk, a crying shame,
matter cry wolf

Emotionally Ambiguous and Mixed Idioms

A significant finding of this study was the identification of a distinct set of 41
idioms that cannot be categorized solely under laughter or crying. This Ambiguous/
Mixed category captures the complexity of emotional experience, where feelings are
conflicted, paradoxical, or meta-emotional.

The most prototypical example is not knowing whether to laugh or cry, which
perfectly lexicalizes a state of bewilderment where contrasting emotional responses
are simultaneously triggered. Other idioms in this category comment on the social
context of emotion, such as the proverb laugh, and the world laughs with you, weep
and you weep alone, which contrasts the social sharing of joy with the isolation of
sorrow. Some actions, like clowning around or playing the fool, can also be placed
here, as the intent to provoke laughter can stem from or mask complex emotions that
are not purely joyful. This category confirms that the semantic field of emotional
idioms is not a simple binary but accommodates the nuanced, often blended nature of
human feeling.

DISCUSSION

The results strongly support the initial hypothesis, demonstrating that the
semantic fields of laughter and crying idioms are not arbitrary collections but are
systematically organized along a continuum from literal, embodied experience
to abstract, metaphorical reasoning. This continuum provides a robust model for
understanding how language users navigate the complexity of emotional expression.

The identified structure offers strong evidence for Cognitive Linguistics
principles. The progression from “Core” to “Far Periphery” mirrors the way abstract
concepts are understood and structured through more concrete, physical experiences
[Lakoff & Johnson, 1980]. The “Far Periphery” idioms are clear examples of this,
mapping the physical acts of laughing and crying onto abstract domains of finance
(e.g., laugh all the way to the bank), social judgment (e.g., a crying shame), and
rational behavior (e.g., cry over spilt milk).

The existence of a distinct “Ambiguous/Mixed” category is a key finding. It
highlights language’s sophisticated capacity to express complex, conflicting, or meta-
emotional states that are fundamental to the human condition. This suggests that a
binary or discrete model of emotional expression is insufficient, and a more nuanced,
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spectrum-based approach is necessary for accurate semantic description [Grant, 2022].

From a language pedagogy perspective, this framework can be highly beneficial.
Presenting idioms to learners as a structured semantic field, rather than a random list,
can aid in memorization and deepen the understanding of nuanced usage, helping
them to choose between snivel (weak crying), bawl (loud crying), and weep (often
more silent or sorrowful) appropriately.

The spectrum of joy: Laughter idioms

Laughter idioms form a vast and colorful spectrum, which can be organized
from the most direct expressions of amusement to those with metaphorical or sarcastic
meanings.

At the heart of this semantic field lie the core idioms—direct, powerful, and
universally understood. These include straightforward phrases like laugh out loud
and burst out laughing, which describe the spontaneous act. Intensity is quickly added
with hyperbolic expressions such as laugh your head off, die laughing, and split your
sides, which humorously suggest that the force of laughter could cause physical harm.
When someone is the cause of such amusement, we say they crack someone up or
have someone in stitches.

As we move to the periphery, the idioms become more nuanced and culturally
specific. The mid-periphery includes expressions like laugh up one’s sleeve (to laugh
secretly) and have the last laugh (to ultimately succeed after initial ridicule). Here, we
also find idioms related to creating laughter, such as clown around or play the fool,
and those involving mockery, like make fun of or poke fun at.

The far periphery contains the most figurative idioms, where “laughing” often
diverges from literal amusement. Laugh all the way to the bank speaks of financial
success, often in the face of critics, while laughing on the other side of your face
warns that premature joy will turn to disappointment. Phrases like no laughing matter
firmly remove a subject from the realm of humor, marking it as serious.

The depth of sorrow: Crying idioms

Similar to laughter, the semantic field of crying features a core of direct
expressions surrounded by layers of metaphorical meaning.

The core crying idioms vividly depict the act of weeping, often with poignant
intensity. Basic verbs like cry, sob, and weep are joined by powerful phrases such
as cry your eyes out, cry your heart out, and weep buckets, which emphasize the
volume and depth of tears. The physical and emotional collapse associated with grief
is captured in breakdown (and cry) and burst into tears.

The near and mid peripheries introduce complexity, distinguishing genuine
sorrow from insincere or situational tears. Shed crocodile tears is a universal idiom for
fake grief, while a person who cries too easily is dismissively called a crybaby. Idioms
also describe the context of crying: having a shoulder to cry on signifies emotional
support, while being moved to tears or reduced to tears indicates a powerful external
trigger.

The far periphery is where crying metaphors fully blossom. Cry over spilt
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milk 1s a timeless piece of advice against dwelling on past mistakes. Cry wolf warns
about the danger of raising false alarms, and cry for the moon describes asking for
the impossible. Exasperation finds its voice in for crying out loud, and an undeniable
injustice is labelled a crying shame.

Emotionally ambiguous and thematic overlaps

Human emotion is rarely pure and simple, and the language reflects this. Idioms
like not know whether to laugh or cry perfectly capture moments of bewildering
mixed emotions. The proverbial laugh and the world laughs with you, weep, and you
weep alone offers a stark commentary on societal attitudes toward joy and sorrow.
Furthermore, some actions, like clowning around, can be categorized under both
laughter and ambiguous emotions, as the intent to amuse can sometimes mask or
provoke other feelings.

Limitations and future research

This study is limited by its qualitative and descriptive nature, focusing on a
fixed, researcher-compiled corpus. Future research should employ quantitative corpus
linguistics methods [McEnery & Hardie, 2012] to analyze the frequency, collocations,
and contextual usage of these idioms in large, natural-language corpora such as the
Corpus of Contemporary American English (COCA) or the British National Corpus
(BNC). This could reveal which categories are most prevalent in different genres (e.g.,
spoken vs. written, formal vs. informal). Furthermore, a comparative analysis with
idioms from other, typologically different languages would reveal the cross-cultural
universality or specificity of these semantic structures and their underlying conceptual
metaphors [Wierzbicka, 1999; Kovecses, 2005]. Finally, experimental studies could
investigate how native speakers and L2 learners cognitively process idioms from
different periphery levels, potentially revealing differences in comprehension speed
and metaphorical awareness.

CONCLUSION

This study has successfully mapped the semantic fields of laughter and crying
idioms in English, proposing and validating a clear, five-tiered categorization
framework (Core, Near Periphery, Mid Periphery, Far Periphery, and Ambiguous).
The findings illustrate a systematic progression from idioms describing direct
physical actions to those conveying sophisticated metaphorical and social concepts.
This structure provides empirical support for the core tenets of Cognitive Linguistics,
demonstrating how embodied experience is projected onto abstract thought
through figurative language. The framework serves as a valuable tool for linguists,
lexicographers, and language educators, offering a principled way to understand and
teach the rich idiomatic tapestry of human emotion.

In summary, the journey from “Core” idioms like burst out laughing to “Far
Periphery” expressions like a crying shame traces a clear path of semantic extension,
moving from the body to the social world and finally to the realm of abstract reason
and judgment. The discovery of a substantial “Ambiguous/Mixed” category further
enriches our understanding, proving that the lexicon of emotion is perfectly equipped
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to handle the complexities and contradictions of inner life. The idioms of laughter
and crying are far more than decorative phrases; they are a testament to our shared
humanity. They provide a nuanced lexicon for the full range of our emotional
experiences, allowing us to communicate not just that we feel, but how we feel, with
precision, humor, and poetry.

Ultimately, this structured analysis deepens our appreciation for the intricate
relationship between what we feel, how we think, and the words we use to make sense
of it all. It confirms that the architecture of our emotional language is not chaotic but
is a coherent, cognitively motivated system rooted in our physical being and extended
through our social and metaphorical ingenuity. Future research, particularly cross-
linguistic and corpus-based studies, will be able to build directly upon this framework
to further unravel the universal and culture-specific patterns in how humans talk about
joy and sorrow.
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