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 Euphemisms constitute a universal linguistic 

phenomenon present across all known languages and 

cultures, serving as essential communicative tools that 

facilitate social interaction while maintaining 

politeness and avoiding offense. This article examines 

the theoretical foundations of euphemisms, exploring 

their origins, definitions, primary functions, and 

linguistic features. Drawing on interdisciplinary 

perspectives from linguistics, cognitive science, and 

sociolinguistics, the study demonstrates that 

euphemisms are not merely stylistic alternatives but 

complex linguistic mechanisms deeply embedded in 

cultural values and social norms. The article analyzes 

the classification systems proposed by various scholars, 

discusses the phonetic, lexical, grammatical, and 

rhetorical devices employed in euphemism formation, 

and explores the dynamic nature of euphemistic 

expressions through the concept of the "euphemism 

treadmill." By establishing a comprehensive theoretical 

framework, this article lays the groundwork for 

comparative cross-linguistic analysis of euphemistic 

phraseological units in English and Uzbek languages. 
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Introduction. Language serves not 

only as a medium for conveying factual 

information but also as a sophisticated 

instrument for managing social 

relationships and navigating sensitive 

topics. Among the various linguistic 

strategies speakers employ to achieve 

these goals, euphemisms stand out as 

particularly significant phenomena. The 

term "euphemism" derives from the 

Greek words "eu" (good) and "pheme" 

(speak), literally meaning "to speak with 

good words" or "speaking well" (Allan & 

Burridge, 1991). This etymological origin 

captures the essence of euphemistic 

language: the strategic substitution of 

potentially offensive, unpleasant, or 

embarrassing expressions with more 

socially acceptable alternatives. 

Euphemisms permeate every 

aspect of human communication, from 

casual conversations about death and 

http://www.in-academy.uz/index.php/ejar
mailto:marjonaqurbonova03@gmail.com


EURASIAN JOURNAL OF ACADEMIC RESEARCH 
Innovative Academy Research Support Center 

IF = 9.3  www.in-academy.uz/index.php/ejar 

Volume 6, Issue 02, February 2026          292 ISSN 2181-2020  

disease to formal political discourse and 

professional jargon. Their ubiquity 

across cultures and historical periods 

suggests that they fulfill fundamental 

communicative needs related to 

politeness, taboo avoidance, and social 

cohesion. As Burridge (2012) notes, 

euphemisms function as "linguistic 

vanishing creams," softening harsh 

realities and facilitating discussions of 

topics that might otherwise prove 

difficult to address directly. 

This article provides a 

comprehensive exploration of 

euphemisms as linguistic phenomena, 

establishing theoretical foundations that 

will support subsequent comparative 

analysis of euphemistic expressions 

across languages. The discussion 

proceeds through several key areas: 

definitional frameworks and theoretical 

perspectives, the primary functions, 

classification systems, linguistic 

mechanisms of euphemism formation, 

and the dynamic processes of 

euphemistic change over time. 

Defining Euphemism: 

Theoretical Perspectives. The 

academic literature offers numerous 

definitions of euphemism, each 

emphasizing different aspects of this 

complex phenomenon. Traditional 

definitions typically focus on the 

substitutive nature of euphemisms. For 

instance, Webster's Third New 

International Dictionary defines 

euphemism as "a polite, tactful or less 

explicit term used to avoid the direct 

naming of an unpleasant, painful, or 

frightening reality" (as cited in Pan, 2013, 

p. 2107). Similarly, Leech (1981) 

characterizes euphemism as an act of 

substituting an offensive or unpleasant 

word for a more pleasant one, thereby 

"veneering the truth by using kind 

words." 

However, more nuanced 

theoretical approaches recognize that 

euphemism cannot be adequately 

understood through purely linguistic or 

substitutive definitions. Allan and 

Burridge (1991) propose a pragmatic 

framework that positions euphemism as 

both speaker-oriented and hearer-

oriented: "A euphemism is used as an 

alternative to a dispreferred expression 

in order to avoid possible loss of face, 

either one's own or, by giving offense, 

that of the audience, or of some third 

party" (p. 11). This definition emphasizes 

the face-saving mechanism central to 

euphemism use and highlights the 

cooperative nature of euphemistic 

communication. 

The relationship between 

euphemisms and their referents reveals 

important insights about language and 

cognition. Allan and Burridge (1991) 

argue that taboo terms become 

contaminated by association with the 

taboo topics they denote, whereas 

euphemisms—at least initially—remain 

uncontaminated. This perspective aligns 

with what they term the "naturalist 

hypothesis," the persistent belief that 

linguistic forms somehow communicate 

the essential nature of their referents. 

This belief manifests in speakers' 

treatment of taboo words as if they were 

inherently unpleasant or "dirty," rather 

than recognizing the arbitrary 

relationship between form and meaning 

that characterizes most linguistic signs. 

Contemporary theoretical 

approaches increasingly recognize the 

cognitive dimensions of euphemism. 
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Cognitive linguistics views euphemisms 

as products of conceptual processes 

including metaphor, metonymy, and 

various forms of conceptual mapping. 

From this perspective, euphemisms 

represent not merely lexical 

substitutions but reconceptualizations of 

taboo domains through alternative 

cognitive frames. This cognitive 

approach provides insights into why 

certain euphemistic strategies prove 

more successful than others and how 

euphemisms reflect deeper patterns of 

human thought and categorization. 

The Functions of Euphemism. 

Euphemisms serve multiple, often 

overlapping functions in human 

communication. Understanding these 

functions illuminates both the 

persistence of euphemistic language and 

its adaptive nature across different 

contexts and cultures. 

Taboo Avoidance and Superstition 

Historically, one of the primary 

motivations for euphemism use stems 

from taboo and superstitious beliefs. In 

many cultures, speakers avoid direct 

naming of feared entities, dangerous 

animals, diseases, or death itself, 

operating under the assumption that 

speaking a name might invoke or attract 

the thing named. This practice, rooted in 

animistic worldviews that identify words 

with their referents, remains evident in 

contemporary language use. For 

example, superstitious avoidance 

explains why many English speakers 

refer to serious diseases indirectly ("the 

big C" for cancer) or why certain cultures 

employ elaborate circumlocutions when 

discussing death. 

The connection between 

superstition and euphemism extends 

beyond primitive or traditional societies. 

Hysi (2011) notes that euphemism 

remains "a linguistic phenomenon 

closely related to culture, tradition, 

mentality, and social community" (p. 

380), suggesting that even in modern, 

ostensibly rational societies, residual 

beliefs about the power of words 

continue to influence language use. The 

persistence of such practices 

demonstrates the deep psychological and 

cultural roots of euphemistic behavior. 

Politeness and Face-Saving 

Perhaps the most widely 

recognized function of euphemisms in 

contemporary communication involves 

politeness and the protection of face. 

Brown and Levinson's politeness theory 

provides a useful framework for 

understanding this function: 

euphemisms operate as negative 

politeness strategies, minimizing 

impositions and avoiding threats to the 

hearer's (or speaker's) face. By selecting 

euphemistic expressions over their more 

direct counterparts, speakers 

demonstrate respect for social norms, 

show consideration for others' feelings, 

and maintain harmonious interpersonal 

relationships. 

The politeness function manifests 

differently across contexts. In 

professional settings, euphemisms may 

soften the delivery of bad news ("We'll 

have to let you go" rather than "You're 

fired"). In medical contexts, healthcare 

providers often use euphemistic 

language to discuss sensitive health 

issues with patients. In everyday social 

interaction, speakers employ 

euphemisms to avoid embarrassment 

when discussing bodily functions, sexual 

matters, or personal appearance. 
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Pan (2013) identifies politeness as 

one of the four main functions of 

euphemisms, noting that this function 

often intersects with others. The choice 

to use euphemistic language reflects not 

only individual preferences but also 

broader social expectations about 

appropriate discourse. In many cultures, 

women in particular face strong social 

pressure to employ euphemistic 

language, reflecting gendered 

expectations about proper speech 

(Jespersen, 1922; Hysi, 2011). 

Concealment and Manipulation 

Not all euphemistic functions serve 

benign purposes. Euphemisms can also 

function to obscure, deceive, or 

manipulate. Political discourse 

particularly exemplifies this function, 

with terms like "collateral damage" 

(civilian casualties), "enhanced 

interrogation" (torture), or "downsizing" 

(firing employees) serving to minimize 

the negative impact of controversial 

actions or policies. These "underhand 

euphemisms" (Burridge, 2012) operate 

not to protect face or maintain politeness 

but rather to shape perceptions and 

control discourse. 

The manipulative potential of 

euphemisms has generated considerable 

scholarly attention and public criticism, 

particularly regarding political and 

corporate language. Orwell's famous 

essay "Politics and the English Language" 

(1946) critiques the use of euphemistic 

language to disguise unpleasant political 

realities. This critical perspective 

reminds us that while euphemisms often 

serve constructive social functions, they 

can also be deployed strategically to 

serve ideological or institutional 

interests. 

Classification and Typology of 

Euphemisms. Scholars have proposed 

various systems for classifying 

euphemisms, each emphasizing different 

dimensions of the phenomenon. These 

classification schemes help organize the 

diverse range of euphemistic expressions 

and illuminate patterns in their use and 

formation. 

Positive vs. Negative Euphemisms 

One influential classification 

distinguishes between positive and 

negative euphemisms based on their 

rhetorical effect. Rawson (1981) 

describes positive euphemisms as those 

that "inflate and magnify, making the 

euphemized items seem altogether 

grander and more important than they 

really are" (p. 1). These euphemisms 

typically elevate humble occupations 

("sanitation engineer" for "garbage 

collector") or embellish mundane 

commercial offerings ("pre-owned 

vehicle" for "used car"). 

Negative euphemisms, conversely, 

"deflate and diminish" (Rawson, 1981, p. 

1), serving defensive purposes by 

offsetting the power of taboo terms. 

These traditional euphemisms address 

topics like death ("passed away"), bodily 

functions ("powder room"), and disease 

("under the weather"). The 

negative/positive distinction captures an 

important functional difference: whereas 

negative euphemisms primarily serve to 

soften harsh realities, positive 

euphemisms work to enhance or dignify 

relatively ordinary referents. 

Domain-Based Classifications 

Another common approach 

classifies euphemisms according to the 

semantic domains they address. Typical 

categories include: 
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1. Death and dying: "pass away," 

"depart," "rest in peace" 

2. Disease and illness: "under the 

weather," "not feeling well," "long 

illness" (for cancer) 

3. Bodily functions and body parts: 

"restroom," "powder room," "intimacy" 

4. Sexual matters: "sleep together," 

"intimate relations" 

5. Occupational euphemisms: 

"sanitation worker," "customer service 

representative" 

6. Political and military: "collateral 

damage," "enhanced interrogation" 

This domain-based approach 

proves particularly useful for 

comparative cross-linguistic studies, as it 

allows researchers to examine how 

different languages and cultures address 

similar taboo topics. 

Linguistic Mechanisms of 

Euphemism Formation. Euphemisms 

emerge through various linguistic 

mechanisms operating at different levels 

of language structure. Understanding 

these mechanisms illuminates both the 

creativity of euphemistic language and 

the cognitive processes underlying 

euphemism formation. 

Phonetic Devices 

At the phonetic level, speakers 

create euphemisms through various 

sound-based modifications. These 

include: 

Abbreviation: Reducing potentially 

offensive terms to initials or shortened 

forms ("TB" for tuberculosis, "WC" for 

water closet, "SOB" for son-of-a-bitch). 

Abbreviation distances the euphemism 

from its full form while maintaining 

recognizability. 

Phonetic distortion: Deliberate 

mispronunciation or sound substitution 

("gosh" for "God," "darn" for "damn," 

"shoot" for an expletive). These 

modifications preserve the phonetic 

similarity to the taboo term while 

creating enough distance to avoid direct 

violation of linguistic taboos. 

Reduplication: Creating playful or 

childish forms through sound repetition 

("wee-wee," "pee-pee"). These forms 

typically appear in contexts involving 

children or intimate settings where their 

informal, diminutive character proves 

appropriate. 

Lexical Devices 

Lexical mechanisms constitute 

perhaps the richest source of 

euphemistic innovation: Borrowing from 

foreign languages: English extensively 

employs Latin and French borrowings as 

euphemisms ("perspiration" from Latin 

versus "sweat," "lingerie" from French). 

The foreign origin lends these terms a 

more refined or technical character, 

distancing them from their Anglo-Saxon 

equivalents. 

Generalization and vagueness: 

Using broad, nonspecific terms to avoid 

precise naming ("passed away" instead 

of "died," "sanitation" rather than 

"garbage"). This strategy exploits the 

principle that indirect reference proves 

less offensive than direct naming. 

Metaphor and metonymy: These 

fundamental cognitive mechanisms 

generate extensive euphemistic 

vocabulary. Metaphorical euphemisms 

map taboo domains onto more 

acceptable source domains ("kicked the 

bucket" for death), while metonymic 

euphemisms use associated concepts to 

reference taboo topics ("the powder 

room" for toilet). 
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Understatement and litotes: 

Downplaying negative attributes 

through negation of opposites ("not bad" 

for "good," "economical with the truth" 

for "lying"). This strategy softens 

criticism or negative evaluation. 

Grammatical Devices 

Grammatical structures also 

contribute to euphemistic expression: 

Negation: Expressing ideas through 

denial of opposites ("not feeling well" 

rather than "sick," "not very bright" 

instead of "stupid"). 

Ellipsis and indirection: Leaving 

key information implicit or using 

incomplete expressions ("He's no longer 

with us," "She's expecting"). The hearer 

must infer the taboo meaning from 

context. 

Passive constructions: Obscuring 

responsibility or agency ("Mistakes were 

made" rather than “I made mistakes”). 

This grammatical strategy proves 

particularly common in political and 

corporate euphemism. 

The Dynamics of Euphemistic 

Change. Euphemisms demonstrate 

remarkable instability over time, a 

phenomenon Steven Pinker famously 

termed the "euphemism treadmill" (as 

cited in Burridge, 2012). This concept 

describes the cyclical process whereby 

euphemisms gradually become 

contaminated by association with their 

taboo referents, lose their euphemistic 

value, and require replacement by new 

euphemistic terms. 

The historical record provides 

numerous examples of this process. Allan 

and Burridge (1991) note that English 

"undertaker" began as a general term for 

someone who undertakes tasks, became 

a euphemism for "funeral director," then 

narrowed to only the taboo sense, and 

now faces replacement by "funeral 

director" or "mortician." Similarly, 

"toilet" (originally from French "toile," 

cloth) has undergone euphemistic 

degradation and now competes with 

"restroom," "bathroom," and "loo" in 

various English-speaking communities. 

This dynamic process operates not 

through random change but according to 

systematic patterns. Terms addressing 

taboo topics tend to undergo semantic 

narrowing, with ambiguous words losing 

their neutral senses and retaining only 

their taboo meanings. This pattern 

reflects the psychological salience of 

taboo topics and the tendency for 

negative or offensive connotations to 

dominate interpretation of ambiguous 

language. 

The euphemism treadmill has 

important implications for 

understanding language change more 

generally. It demonstrates that semantic 

change cannot be understood purely 

through structural linguistic analysis but 

requires attention to social, 

psychological, and pragmatic factors. 

Moreover, it highlights the role of taboo 

as a powerful force in linguistic 

evolution, driving vocabulary 

replacement, phonetic distortion, and 

semantic shift. 

Euphemism and Culture. The 

relationship between euphemism and 

culture proves fundamental to 

understanding euphemistic language. As 

Hysi (2011) observes, euphemisms serve 

as "mirrors of culture," reflecting the 

values, concerns, and sensitivities of 

particular communities. What requires 

euphemistic treatment in one culture 

may be freely discussed in another, and 
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the specific euphemistic strategies 

employed reveal cultural priorities and 

conceptual frameworks. 

Cross-cultural studies demonstrate 

both universal patterns and culture-

specific variations in euphemistic 

behavior. Certain topics—death, disease, 

bodily functions, sex—appear to elicit 

euphemistic language across diverse 

cultures, suggesting shared human 

concerns about these domains. However, 

the specific euphemistic expressions 

employed, the degree of indirection 

preferred, and the contexts requiring 

euphemism vary significantly across 

cultural boundaries. 

Cultural differences in euphemism 

use have important practical 

implications for cross-cultural 

communication, translation, and 

language teaching. Translators must 

navigate not only linguistic but also 

cultural differences in taboo domains 

and euphemistic conventions. Similarly, 

language learners need to acquire not 

just vocabulary and grammar but also the 

pragmatic competence to recognize 

when euphemistic language proves 

appropriate and what euphemistic forms 

their target culture employs. 

Conclusion. Euphemisms 

represent far more than simple linguistic 

substitutions or stylistic ornaments. 

They constitute complex communicative 

strategies that reflect fundamental 

aspects of human cognition, social 

organization, and cultural values. Their 

ubiquity across languages and cultures 

testifies to their importance in managing 

sensitive topics and maintaining social 

harmony. 

This article has established several 

key points about the nature and 

functions of euphemisms. First, 

euphemisms operate at multiple 

linguistic levels—phonetic, lexical, 

grammatical, and pragmatic—employing 

diverse mechanisms to achieve their 

effects. Second, euphemisms serve varied 

functions including taboo avoidance, 

politeness maintenance, social cohesion, 

and occasionally manipulation or 

concealment. Third, euphemisms 

demonstrate dynamic properties, 

undergoing cyclical processes of 

innovation, conventionalization, 

contamination, and replacement. Fourth, 

euphemistic language proves deeply 

embedded in cultural contexts, reflecting 

and reinforcing particular worldviews 

and social structures. 

Understanding these theoretical 

foundations proves essential for more 

specific investigations of euphemistic 

language. For cross-linguistic studies 

comparing euphemistic expressions 

across languages, these principles 

provide frameworks for identifying 

comparable phenomena, analyzing 

differences in euphemistic strategies, 

and interpreting variations in cultural 

attitudes toward taboo topics. The 

theoretical groundwork established here 

thus enables more sophisticated analysis 

of how different languages and cultures 

employ euphemistic resources within 

phraseological systems. 

Future research might productively 

explore several directions. Comparative 

studies examining euphemistic 

phraseological units across typologically 

diverse languages could illuminate 

universal tendencies and language-

specific patterns in euphemism 

formation. Investigation of euphemism 

in emerging domains—digital 
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communication, social media, cross-

cultural contact situations—would shed 

light on how traditional euphemistic 

functions adapt to new communicative 

contexts. Finally, more attention to the 

cognitive dimensions of euphemism 

could enhance understanding of the 

conceptual processes underlying 

euphemistic language and its 

relationship to broader patterns of 

metaphor, categorization, and 

conceptual structure. 

As languages and cultures continue 

to evolve, euphemisms will undoubtedly 

persist as vital components of human 

communication. Their study offers 

insights not only into linguistic structure 

and change but also into the enduring 

human need to navigate social 

relationships, manage face, and address 

difficult topics with grace and tact. 
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