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SYMPATHY, COMPASSION and EMPATHY are concepts frequently developed in the literature of
pychotherapy, philosophy, sociology, ethics and religious studies. Linguistically, this synonymous set
refer to emotions that involve intricate cognitive appraisal of and response to others’ personal plight.
However, linguistic variation in the conceptualization of the three emotion-label words have not been
fully examined. Recent developments in cognitive linguistics-guided corpus research offer tools that
help to explicate semantic structure of the three synonymous words and disambiguate their conceptual
confusion.

Using the one-billion-word genre-balanced online Corpus of Contemporary American
English(COCA) as data and applying a multifactorial usage-feature and profile-based methodology,
this paper attempts to excavate semantic demarcation of SYMPATHY, COMPASSION, and
EMPATHY by investigating primarily into their noun collocates and their role in establishing conceptual
scenarios for the emotion lexicon. The study focuses on retrieving, annotating and categorizing
semantic features of the noun collocates with complementary reading into the concordance lines that
facilitate identification of conceptual salience.

The corpus-based Hierarchical Configural Frequency Analysis results based on the semantic
features of their noun co-occurrences reveal distinctive socio-psychological scenarios. Namely,
SYMPATHY conveys expressions of sorrow for community members in personal distress, which
indicates a socializing response but a lesser degree of emotional engagement than COMPASSION
and EMPATHY. COMPASSION co-occurs with words of virtue and indicates a moral benevolence and
altruistic behavior to alleviate humanity from suffering. EMPATHY is frequently used in medical texts in
recent decades as a cognitive ability to acknowledge, identify, and understand various human feelings.
The findings suggest that nuanced conceptual structure of the emotion-label synonyms can be
efficiently mapped on the basis of semantic analysis of the noun collocates as they reflect emotional
arousal, emotional response, bodily sensation and spiritual engagement. The findings are also
indicative of observing such linguistic features as prosodic polarities of the emotion lexicon.
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