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Abstract 

The concept of “happiness” is fundamental to human cognition and culture, yet its linguistic representation 

varies across languages and cultures. This article explores the phraseological expression of the concept 

“happiness” in Modern English, with a focus on its semantic features, metaphorical structure, cultural 

connotations, and cognitive framing. Drawing upon examples from idiomatic expressions, proverbs, and 

fixed phrases, the study reveals how happiness is encoded in English through diverse linguistic means that 

reflect emotional, social, and cultural dimensions. 
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Introduction. Language serves as a medium for conceptualizing and expressing human experiences, 

including abstract notions such as "happiness." Within cognitive linguistics and phraseology, phraseological 

units (PUs)—including idioms, collocations, proverbs, and sayings—are viewed as culturally conditioned 

expressions that reveal how speakers conceptualize key ideas. 

The aim of this paper is to analyze how the concept of “happiness” is represented in phraseological 

units of Modern English, focusing on their semantic and metaphorical structure. Special attention is paid to 

the cultural and cognitive dimensions of such representations, as phraseology provides insight into collective 

emotional and evaluative experiences. 

Theoretical Framework. The concept "happiness" is often studied within conceptual metaphor theory 

(Lakoff & Johnson, 1980), semantic field theory, and linguocultural studies. Phraseological units are analyzed 

as components of phraseo-semantic fields, wherein a core concept (here, "happiness") is surrounded by 

semantically related expressions. 

Key theoretical concepts include: 

• Conceptual metaphor: Abstract concepts are understood via metaphors rooted in 

physical experience. 

• Phraseo-semantic field: A network of phraseological units united by a shared semantic 

core. 

• Linguocultural approach: Phraseology reflects shared values, beliefs, and emotional 

patterns of a culture. 

Methodology. The study adopts a descriptive and analytical approach. The corpus consists of 

phraseological units collected from: 

• Oxford English Dictionary of Idioms 

• Cambridge Idioms Dictionary 

• Corpus of Contemporary American English (COCA) 

Expressions were selected based on their explicit or implicit reference to the concept "happiness," 

including synonyms (joy, delight, bliss) and metaphorical encodings. Each unit was analyzed for its: 

• Semantic structure 

• Metaphorical basis 

• Cultural connotations 

Semantic Features of Happiness in English Phraseology. The concept of happiness in English 

phraseology is represented through a variety of lexical and metaphorical forms. The semantic field includes 

not only the word "happiness" but also closely related terms such as joy, bliss, delight, cheer, pleasure, 

contentment, and euphoria. 

Direct Denotations of Happiness. Examples include: 

• Be on cloud nine – to be extremely happy 

• In seventh heaven – a state of bliss 
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• Over the moon – intensely joyful 

These expressions directly encode an intense emotional state and often imply a temporary, ecstatic 

feeling. 

Metaphorical and Embodied Representations. Conceptual metaphors play a central role: 

• HAPPINESS IS UP: walking on air, floating on cloud nine, on top of the world 

• HAPPINESS IS LIGHT: radiant with joy, beaming with happiness 

• HAPPINESS IS A JOURNEY: happy trails, on the road to joy 

These metaphors reflect a universal tendency to map emotional states onto physical experience, often 

using spatial and sensory imagery. 

4.3 Cultural and Contextual Connotations 

Some phrases indicate socially contextualized or moralized views of happiness: 

• Money can’t buy happiness – implies the insufficiency of material wealth 

• Count your blessings – encourages contentment and gratitude 

• Happy as a clam (at high tide) – a rural idiom evoking calm satisfaction 

These expressions reflect Anglo-American values, emphasizing emotional balance, modesty, and 

spiritual over material contentment. 

Discussion. The phraseological representation of "happiness" in Modern English reveals a complex 

and culturally embedded understanding of the concept. Happiness is not portrayed as a static or permanent 

state, but as episodic, subjective, and often tied to external circumstances or internal perspective. 

Metaphorical expressions suggest that happiness is frequently viewed as a spatial elevation, consistent 

with the broader “good is up” metaphor observed in many languages. This reflects the bodily and 

psychological association between happiness and energy or buoyancy. 

Moreover, the idiomatic expressions demonstrate a strong orientation toward personal experience, 

often emphasizing the temporary nature of happiness. This is in contrast to more philosophical or religious 

traditions where happiness may be viewed as a lifelong pursuit or a spiritual condition. 

The phraseological material also shows cultural shaping: English idioms reflect a pragmatic 

worldview, often tinged with humour or understatement (e.g., tickled pink, happy camper). They prioritize 

emotional moderation, social decency, and self-awareness. 

The study of the phraseological representation of “happiness” in Modern English reveals a 

multilayered, metaphorically rich, and culturally nuanced understanding of this emotional and cognitive 

concept. Happiness, while a universal human experience, is conceptualized and verbalized differently across 

languages and societies. In English, this is particularly evident through the use of idiomatic and fixed 

expressions, which serve not only to describe emotional states but also to reflect societal attitudes, values, and 

beliefs. 

Cognitive and Metaphorical Structuring of Happiness. At the cognitive level, the concept of happiness 

is largely metaphorically structured in English. This aligns with Lakoff and Johnson’s theory of conceptual 

metaphor, where abstract concepts are understood through more concrete physical experiences. In the case of 

happiness, common metaphors include: 

• HAPPINESS IS UP (e.g., on cloud nine, on top of the world, walking on air): These 

expressions reflect an experiential correlation between upward physical movement and positive 

emotional states, often conveying feelings of euphoria, excitement, or achievement. 

• HAPPINESS IS LIGHT/WARMTH (e.g., beaming with joy, radiant with happiness): 

Light is often associated with positivity, safety, and clarity – features that mirror the emotional 

perception of happiness. 

• HAPPINESS IS A JOURNEY OR DESTINATION (e.g., happy trails, finding 

happiness): These idioms depict happiness as something that can be pursued, discovered, or arrived 

at, suggesting a goal-oriented view of emotional fulfillment. 

Such metaphorical structures do not merely decorate language; they embody how English speakers 

mentally organize and communicate emotional experiences. These metaphors are embedded in culture, shaped 

by shared bodily experiences and social interaction. 

https://zienjournals.com/


Texas Journal of Philology, Culture and History                                                                        ISSN NO: 2770-8608 
https://zienjournals.com                                                                                                                                            April  2025 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Peer Reviewed International Journal                                                                                                                                  [34] 
Volume 41 

Linguocultural Framing of Happiness. The phraseological field around happiness also reflects broader 

linguocultural frameworks. In English-speaking societies, especially within British and American cultures, 

happiness is frequently associated with individual well-being, achievement, and interpersonal harmony. 

Phrases like happy-go-lucky, a happy camper, or as happy as Larry reflect a cultural valorization of positivity, 

cheerfulness, and emotional resilience. 

Moreover, idioms such as money can't buy happiness, count your blessings, and happiness comes from 

within emphasize ethical and spiritual dimensions of happiness. These expressions suggest a culturally 

embedded view that happiness is not dependent solely on external or material conditions, but rather on internal 

attitudes and values. This aligns with the Anglo-American cultural emphasis on self-reliance, contentment, 

and emotional moderation. 

In contrast to some Eastern philosophies where happiness is often portrayed as a serene, long-term 

state of being, English phraseology tends to highlight the fleeting, emotional, and spontaneous nature of 

happiness. Many expressions imply that happiness is temporary and situational, often tied to moments of 

surprise, success, or personal satisfaction. 

Pragmatic and Social Functions of Phraseological Units. From a pragmatic perspective, 

phraseological units perform multiple social and communicative functions. They serve to: 

• Intensify emotional expression: Idioms like over the moon or tickled pink convey 

heightened emotional states far more vividly than simple adjectives such as "happy." 

• Promote politeness or humour: Expressions like happy as a clam introduce humour or 

lightness into conversations, helping speakers navigate interpersonal dynamics. 

• Transmit cultural values: Phrases like pursuit of happiness (from the U.S. Declaration 

of Independence) reflect deeply held national ideologies. 

In both spoken and written discourse, such idioms and expressions function as socially sanctioned 

ways of expressing emotional states, often shaping expectations and norms around emotional expression. 

Emotional Granularity and Lexical Richness. The phraseological units associated with happiness also 

demonstrate a high degree of emotional granularity —the ability to express nuanced emotional states. For 

example: 

• Satisfied, content, and pleased as punch suggest a low-intensity, calm form of 

happiness. 

• Over the moon, walking on air, and jubilant denote high-arousal, ecstatic happiness. 

This lexical and idiomatic richness allows speakers to tailor their emotional expressions with precision, 

reflecting subtle psychological differences in experiences of joy, satisfaction, delight, or euphoria. 

Cultural Variation and Universality. While many happiness-related idioms are unique to English, the 

underlying metaphors often demonstrate cross-cultural parallels. For instance, the metaphor “HAPPINESS IS 

UP” appears in various languages (e.g., Spanish estar en las nubes – “to be in the clouds”), suggesting a 

universal cognitive mapping. However, the specific phrasing, usage, and connotations of such expressions are 

culturally conditioned. 

English phraseology tends to be rich in metaphors of travel, elevation, and brightness when referring 

to positive emotions. The use of these metaphors reflects Western ideals of progress, success, and individual 

agency. Thus, studying such expressions sheds light not only on language structure but also on deeper cultural 

ideologies. 

Finally, while English has a rich phraseological field around happiness, the expressions are 

overwhelmingly positive and emotionally vivid, indicating the importance of this emotion in the English-

speaking linguistic worldview. 

Conclusion. Phraseological units in Modern English provide valuable insight into the 

conceptualization of happiness. Through metaphor, embodied imagery, and cultural framing, these 

expressions map out how English speakers perceive, express, and evaluate the emotion of happiness. The 

richness of the phraseo-semantic field illustrates the cognitive salience of the concept and its deep 

entrenchment in language, culture, and communication. 

This study affirms that idiomatic expressions are not merely decorative but serve as linguistic tools to 

convey complex psychological and cultural meanings. The exploration of such units enriches our 

understanding of emotional language and the role of phraseology in shaping human thought. 
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