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Abstract

Euphemism, as a linguistic strategy, plays a crucial role in mediating
social norms, gender identities, and power relations in contemporary English.
This article examines euphemism through a philological and sociolinguistic lens,
focusing on its intersection with gendered discourse and structures of power.
Drawing on feminist linguistics, corpus-based studies, and pragmatic theory, the
study explores how euphemistic expressions both reflect and reinforce
ideological hierarchies. The findings reveal that euphemisms function not
merely as politeness devices but as instruments of social control, often masking
inequality, mitigating taboo, and shaping perceptions of gender roles. While
traditional theories suggest women employ euphemisms more frequently, recent
corpus-based research challenges this assumption, pointing instead to contextual
and institutional factors. Ultimately, the study demonstrates that euphemism is
embedded in power-laden discourse, influencing how reality is constructed and

negotiated in modern English communication.

Keywords: euphemism, gender, power, discourse, politeness,
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Introduction

Language is a dynamic entity that evolves alongside cultural shifts and

societal norms. Euphemisms, in particular, act as a lens through which we can
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examine the interplay between language and power structures. In contemporary
English, euphemisms related to gender and identity not only reflect societal
attitudes but also shape the discourse surrounding these issues. This paper seeks
to investigate how euphemisms function in this capacity, particularly in the

context of gender, sexuality, and identity, and how they serve both to empower

and to obscure.

Euphemism, broadly defined as the substitution of mild or indirect
expressions for harsh or taboo terms, has long been a subject of linguistic
inquiry. In contemporary English philology, it occupies a central position at the
intersection of language, society, and cognition. Euphemisms are not merely
stylistic devices; they are deeply embedded in cultural norms and social

ideologies.

The relationship between euphemism and gender has attracted
considerable scholarly attention. Early feminist linguistics, particularly the work
of Lakoff (1973), argued that language reflects and perpetuates gender
inequality. Lakoff suggested that women’s language is characterized by
politeness strategies, including euphemism, which may signal social
subordination (Lakoff, 1973) . However, contemporary research complicates
this view by emphasizing the role of context, discourse type, and institutional

power.

Furthermore, euphemism is closely linked to power. Language does not
merely reflect social hierarchies; it actively constructs them. As studies in
language and gender indicate, power is embedded within linguistic structures
themselves, shaping norms of communication and reinforcing dominance (Ochs,
1992; West & Zimmerman, 1987) .

This article investigates how euphemism operates at the intersection of

gender and power in modern English discourse. It aims to provide a
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comprehensive philological analysis grounded in contemporary linguistic

theory.

Literature Review
Historical Trajectory of Gender-Related Euphemisms

Euphemisms have existed for centuries as a linguistic strategy to soften
the impact of language surrounding sensitive topics. Historically, euphemisms
related to gender and sexuality often reinforced patriarchal structures by masking
the realities of women's experiences and identities. For example, terms like "lady
of the night" serve to obscure the realities of sex work while simultaneously
reinforcing societal norms regarding femininity (Lakoff, 1975). Euphemism has
been studied across multiple linguistic domains, including semantics,
pragmatics, and discourse analysis. It functions primarily as a politeness
strategy, mitigating the impact of sensitive or taboo topics such as death, illness,
and sexuality (Allan & Burridge, 2006). Research indicates that euphemisms
evolve in response to cultural and social changes, often reflecting shifts in moral

values and political correctness.

The concept of the “euphemism treadmill,” introduced by Pinker,
highlights how euphemisms gradually lose their mitigating effect and are
replaced by new expressions. This process underscores the dynamic nature of

language and its sensitivity to social attitudes.
Early Euphemisms and Their Societal Impact

In early English literature, euphemisms often reflected the gender
dynamics of the time. Women were frequently described using terms that
emphasized their roles as caregivers or moral guardians, thus reinforcing

traditional gender roles (McElhinny, 2003). As language evolved, so too did the

- May 2026 246 ’“‘



ILMIY TADQIQOTLAR VA YANGI OLAM

euphemisms associated with gender. The feminist movement of the 20th century

began to challenge these linguistic norms, advocating for language that more

accurately represented women's experiences (Cameron, 1995).
Shifts in Language Use

Language is a key site of power negotiation. Euphemisms are often used
in political and institutional discourse to obscure reality and manipulate
perception. For example, terms like “collateral damage” mask the severity of
civilian casualties, illustrating how euphemism can serve ideological purposes .

Critical discourse analysis highlights that euphemism is not neutral; it
reflects the interests of dominant groups. By controlling language, institutions
can shape public perception and maintain authority. The latter half of the 20th
century saw significant shifts in euphemistic language as societal attitudes
toward gender and sexuality began to change. The emergence of feminist
linguistics highlighted the need for more inclusive language that acknowledged
women's agency and diverse experiences (Cameron, 1995; Holmes, 2008). This
evolution in language usage marks a critical turning point in the ongoing battle

against gendered language and its implications.
Influence of Feminist and Queer Linguistic Theory

Feminist and queer linguistic theories have profoundly influenced the
understanding and use of euphemisms. These theories argue that language is not
a neutral tool but a means of expressing power and identity. Feminist linguists
like Deborah Cameron have critiqued the ways in which language perpetuates
gender stereotypes and proposed alternatives that promote gender-neutral or
inclusive language (Cameron, 1995).

Queer Linguistics and Euphemism

Queer linguistics further complicates the discussion by challenging binary

understandings of gender and sexuality. Euphemisms in this context often seek
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to create space for non-binary and fluid identities. Terms like “partner" or
"significant other" emerge as euphemisms that transcend traditional gender

roles, allowing individuals to define their relationships on their own terms
(Bucholtz & Hall, 2004).

The Role of Language in Identity Formation

Language plays a crucial role in identity formation and expression. As
individuals navigate their identities, euphemisms can serve as tools for
empowerment, enabling people to articulate their experiences in ways that
resonate with their identities (Cameron, 1995). This is particularly significant in
gueer communities, where the reclamation of language can foster a sense of

belonging and validation.
Political Correctness: Empowerment or Censorship?

The rise of political correctness has introduced a new dimension to the use
of euphemisms. While some argue that euphemisms serve as tools of
empowerment—allowing marginalized communities to reclaim language—
others contend that they can also function as instruments of censorship,

obscuring real issues and experiences (Baker, 2015).
The Dual Nature of Euphemism

This dual nature is evident in terms like "person of color," which seeks to
provide a respectful alternative to more derogatory terms. However, critics argue
that such euphemisms can dilute the urgency of racial issues, leading to a lack
of accountability in addressing systemic racism (Holliday, 2019). The balance
between respectful language and the need for directness remains a contentious

Issue in contemporary discourse.

Examples of Euphemistic Language in Media
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Media representations often reflect the complexities of euphemistic
language. For instance, the term "collateral damage" is commonly used to
describe civilian casualties in war, a euphemism that obscures the human cost of
military actions (Holliday, 2019). This illustrates how language can serve to
sanitize harsh realities, reinforcing power dynamics while attempting to maintain

a facade of politeness.
Comparative Study: Institutional vs. Informal Euphemistic Usage

Euphemistic language varies significantly between formal institutional
settings and informal contexts. In media and academia, euphemisms are often
used to adhere to professional standards of politeness and inclusivity. For
instance, academic discourse may favor terms like "diverse populations” over

"minorities," reflecting a shift toward more inclusive language (Holmes, 2008).
Informal Usage and Its Implications

In informal settings, however, euphemisms may reflect more genuine
attitudes and beliefs. Friends may use humor or sarcasm to discuss sensitive
topics, revealing underlying biases that formal language seeks to conceal. This
disparity raises questions about the effectiveness of euphemisms in fostering

genuine understanding and respect for gender and identity issues (Baker, 2015).
Case Studies in Different Contexts

A comparative analysis of euphemistic language in different contexts
reveals how institutional norms influence language use. In academic settings,
euphemisms may serve to promote inclusivity, while informal environments
may foster more candid discussions about sensitive topics. Understanding these
variations provides a more nuanced perspective on how euphemisms operate

within different societal frameworks.

Conclusion
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Euphemisms serve as crucial linguistic instruments that both reflect and
shape societal attitudes toward gender, sexuality, and identity. As this research
demonstrates, the interplay between euphemism and societal power structures
reveals the complexities of language in navigating issues of inclusivity,
politeness, and representation. Understanding the historical trajectory of gender-
related euphemisms, the impact of feminist and queer linguistic theories, and the

dual role of political correctness allows for a more nuanced appreciation of how

language functions in contemporary discourse.

As we continue to grapple with issues of identity and power, it is essential
to critically examine the euphemisms we use and the implications they carry.
Future research should explore the evolving nature of euphemisms in response
to changing societal norms, particularly as new identities and experiences

emerge.
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