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Annotation: This article investigates the cognitive mechanisms underlying 

euphemistic language, focusing on metaphor and metonymy as primary tools for 

expressing socially sensitive or taboo concepts. Euphemisms are not merely stylistic 

alternatives but reflect complex mental operations that allow speakers to soften, obscure, 

or reinterpret meaning in culturally acceptable ways. Using a cognitive-linguistic 

approach, the study examines how conceptual metaphors map abstract or threatening 

concepts onto more familiar domains, while metonymic processes enable indirect 

reference through associated elements within a shared conceptual frame. Analysis of 

authentic language data demonstrates that both metaphor and metonymy facilitate 

understanding and production of euphemistic expressions, revealing the interaction 

between cognition, culture, and discourse. Moreover, the study highlights the role of 

background knowledge, inference, and cultural schemas in decoding euphemisms, 

emphasizing that comprehension depends on the listener’s mental processing within a 

given social and cultural context. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Euphemisms are a central feature of human language, allowing speakers to 

address socially sensitive, taboo, or potentially offensive topics in a manner that is 

socially acceptable and culturally appropriate. Beyond stylistic considerations, 

euphemisms reflect underlying cognitive mechanisms that govern how language users 

conceptualize, encode, and interpret meaning (Allan, Burridge, 2006, 12–15 p.). From a 

cognitive-linguistic perspective, metaphor and metonymy serve as primary 

mechanisms through which speakers structure and soften complex or threatening 

concepts (Lakoff, Johnson, 1980, 12–16 p.; Sweetser, 1990, 44–47 p.). 

Conceptual metaphor theory posits that abstract or socially sensitive domains 

can be mapped onto more familiar, concrete domains, facilitating understanding and 

communicative effectiveness (Lakoff, Johnson, 1980, 12–16 p.). Similarly, metonymy 

allows speakers to refer indirectly to concepts through closely related elements, 

exploiting shared cultural knowledge to reduce discomfort and maintain politeness 

(Sweetser, 1990, 50–52 p.). 
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This study aims to analyze the cognitive mechanisms of euphemisms, focusing 

on metaphor and metonymy, to demonstrate how these processes mediate the 

interaction between thought, culture, and discourse in the use and interpretation of 

euphemistic expressions. 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Euphemisms have long been studied from sociolinguistic, pragmatic, and 

cognitive-linguistic perspectives. Early research emphasized the social and cultural 

functions of euphemisms, highlighting their role in politeness, face-saving, and taboo 

avoidance. Allan and Burridge (2006, 3–7 p.) argue that euphemisms function as 

linguistic shields, allowing speakers to mitigate potential offense while navigating 

sensitive social situations. Their framework categorizes euphemisms into strategies 

such as circumlocution, lexical replacement, and stylistic avoidance, demonstrating 

how social norms shape linguistic choices (Allan, Burridge, 2006, 8–12 p.). 

Cognitive linguistics extends this view by investigating the mental processes 

underlying euphemism formation and comprehension. Conceptual metaphor theory 

posits that speakers map knowledge from familiar source domains onto abstract or 

threatening target domains, structuring understanding in ways that reduce 

psychological discomfort (Lakoff, Johnson, 1980, 12–16 p.). For instance, metaphors 

such as death is a journey or illness is weakness allow speakers to soften the perception 

of taboo subjects (Lakoff, Johnson, 1980, 20–24 p.). 

Metonymy complements metaphor in euphemistic language by enabling indirect 

reference through associated elements within a conceptual frame. Sweetser (1990, 44–

47 p.) illustrates that phrases like “answer nature’s call” for urination rely on culturally 

shared associations to convey meaning indirectly. This process reduces the social 

threat of direct reference while preserving communicative clarity (Sweetser, 1990, 50–

52 p.). 

Finally, comprehension of euphemisms relies on cognitive processes such as 

inference, categorization, and background knowledge activation. Pfaff, Gibbs, and 

Johnson (1997, 58–60 p.) argue that understanding indirect expressions depends on 

pragmatic inference rather than literal decoding, consistent with relevance-theoretic 

perspectives (Sperber, Wilson, 1986, 50–54 p.). 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

The analysis of authentic language data demonstrates that euphemisms are 

systematically grounded in cognitive mechanisms, primarily conceptual metaphor and 

metonymy, which shape both their formation and interpretation. The study confirms 

that euphemisms are not arbitrary lexical substitutions but are guided by mental 

processes that reflect cultural norms, social sensitivity, and cognitive efficiency. 

Metaphoric structures were prevalent across the analyzed euphemistic 

expressions. For example, expressions related to death – such as “passed away,” “gone 

to a better place,” and “left this world” – consistently reflected the conceptual 

metaphor death is a journey (Lakoff, Johnson, 1980, 12–16 p.). Similarly, phrases 
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addressing illness or aging often utilized metaphors of decline as weakness or life as a 

finite resource, enabling speakers to soften reference to sensitive topics. These findings 

support the claim that metaphor allows speakers to map abstract or socially 

threatening domains onto more familiar, less threatening source domains, thereby 

facilitating socially acceptable communication (Kövecses, 2005, 20–23 p.). 

Metonymic processes were also central to euphemistic expressions. Examples 

such as “answer nature’s call” for urination or “take care of business” for defecation 

rely on a related concept to stand for the intended referent (Sweetser, 1990, 44–47 p.). 

This indirect reference leverages shared cultural knowledge, allowing speakers to 

communicate effectively while avoiding discomfort or offense (Sweetser, 1990, 50–

52 p.). Metonymy thus complements metaphor, providing an additional cognitive 

strategy for expressing sensitive concepts. 

Interpreting euphemisms requires active cognitive engagement from the 

listener. Many expressions depend on contextual cues and cultural background 

knowledge, necessitating inference rather than literal decoding (Pfaff, Gibbs, Johnson, 

1997, 58–60 p.; Sperber, Wilson, 1986, 50–54 p.). For instance, expressions such as “no 

longer with us” or “let go” demand the listener to reconstruct meaning using 

contextual and culturally shared knowledge. This finding confirms that euphemistic 

communication relies on mental processes such as inference, categorization, and 

activation of background schemas. 

The analysis also reveals that cultural schemas significantly shape euphemistic 

expression. Euphemisms reflect collective norms and values; for example, kinship-

related expressions for death or illness signal respect and social propriety (Romanov, 

2020, 15–18 p.). Variations across cultural contexts highlight that euphemisms are not 

only cognitive phenomena but also socially and culturally embedded, demonstrating 

the intersection of cognition, discourse, and culture. 

Overall, the results indicate that metaphor and metonymy function as 

complementary cognitive strategies in euphemistic language. Conceptual metaphor 

provides a framework for abstract and threatening topics, while metonymy enables 

indirect reference through culturally salient associations. Mental inference and 

cultural knowledge mediate the comprehension and effectiveness of euphemisms, 

emphasizing the interplay between cognition, culture, and discourse. These findings 

extend the literature by empirically illustrating how cognitive mechanisms operate in 

authentic language use, confirming that euphemisms are dynamic cognitive-linguistic 

tools rather than mere lexical substitutes. 

CONCLUSION 

This study has examined the cognitive mechanisms underlying euphemistic 

language, focusing on metaphor and metonymy as primary strategies for expressing 

socially sensitive or taboo concepts. The analysis demonstrates that euphemisms are 

not mere lexical substitutions but reflect complex mental operations that allow 
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speakers to convey meaning indirectly, soften potentially threatening concepts, and 

adhere to cultural norms. 

Conceptual metaphors provide structured mappings from familiar source 

domains onto abstract or sensitive target domains, while metonymic processes enable 

indirect reference through associated elements within shared cultural schemas. 

Comprehension of euphemistic expressions relies on mental inference, contextual 

cues, and background knowledge, highlighting the interaction between cognition, 

discourse, and culture. 

Overall, this study confirms that euphemisms are dynamic cognitive-linguistic 

tools. Integrating metaphor, metonymy, and cultural knowledge provides a 

comprehensive understanding of how language users navigate socially sensitive topics 

while maintaining clarity, politeness, and cultural appropriateness. 
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