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This paper explores the function of euphemisms in political speech, investigating their role in shaping
public perception, mediating controversial topics, and maintaining political stability. Euphemisms
are often employed as linguistic strategies to soften the impact of potentially harmful or contentious
issues, making them more palatable for the public. Using a combination of cognitive linguistics,
discourse analysis, and political rhetoric theory, this study identifies how euphemisms are used to
influence political discourse, facilitate communication in delicate matters, and maintain ideological
coherence. Through an examination of political speeches, media narratives, and public statements,
the paper highlights the complexities of euphemisms as tools of power and persuasion. The analysis
also addresses the ethical implications of euphemistic language in politics, noting the potential for
manipulation and obfuscation. Ultimately, this research sheds light on how euphemisms shape

political communication and public engagement with political issues.

Introduction. In political communication, language serves as both
a vehicle for conveying information and a tool for shaping public
perception. Politicians, political commentators, and media outlets
routinely employ a range of linguistic strategies to present information
in a way that either enhances or mitigates its impact. One of the most
common and powerful of these strategies is the use of euphemisms.
Euphemisms, defined as the substitution of a mild or less direct
expression for one that is harsh or blunt, allow speakers to address
sensitive, controversial, or socially taboo topics in ways that soften
their emotional impact.

In political speech, euphemisms are frequently deployed to
navigate contentious issues—whether in relation to war, economic
hardship, social policy, or issues of human rights. By replacing direct or
harsh terminology with softer, less threatening language, politicians
aim to maintain public support, avoid alienation of particular groups,
and present themselves as reasonable, conciliatory leaders. However,
the use of euphemisms is not always benign. While they can smooth
the delivery of complex political ideas, euphemisms can also obscure
the true meaning of policies, manipulate public opinion, and even
promote ideologically driven agendas under the guise of neutrality.

The aim of this paper is to investigate the role of euphemisms in
political speech, exploring their cognitive, rhetorical, and social
functions. Drawing on examples from political discourse, including
speeches from major political figures, media narratives, and policy
debates, this paper seeks to uncover the ways in which euphemisms
are used strategically by politicians and the potential consequences for
public understanding and democratic engagement.

Literature review. The role of language in politics has been the
subject of extensive study, with researchers exploring how language
influences political decision-making, voter behavior, and the
construction of political ideologies. Euphemisms have long been
recognized as one of the primary tools in the arsenal of political
rhetoric. Scholars have noted the dual nature of euphemisms, where
they both mask and reveal, often obscuring reality while
simultaneously providing insight into political agendas (Lodge, 1991;
Lakoff, 2004).

One of the seminal works in the study of euphemisms in politics
is Lakoff’s (2004) exploration of political metaphors, which are often
used as euphemisms. He identifies how certain metaphors, such as "the
war on terror" or "collateral damage," obscure the brutality of political
actions by framing them in less direct or more palatable terms.
Similarly, Orwell’s (1946) essay Politics and the English Language
critiques the use of euphemistic language in political speech, suggesting
that it is often designed to mislead and reduce the accountability of
political actors.

A cognitive linguistics approach to euphemisms, as articulated by
George Lakoff and Mark Johnson (1980), suggests that euphemisms
arise from conceptual metaphors that shape how abstract political
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concepts are understood by the public. For example, when politicians
speak of "enhanced interrogation techniques" instead of "torture,"
they employ a conceptual metaphor that frames aggressive actions as
acceptable and even necessary, rather than unethical or illegal.

Further studies in discourse analysis (e.g., Fairclough, 1992; Van
Dijk, 2008) emphasize the relationship between language and power,
arguing that euphemisms serve as a means of maintaining political
control and ideological coherence. Through the selective use of
euphemistic language, politicians can manage public opinion, reinforce
party lines, and prevent political fallout.

Despite the extensive academic work on euphemisms, relatively
little attention has been paid to their emotional and cognitive effects
on the public, particularly in the digital age. The advent of social media
and 24-hour news cycles has amplified the use of euphemisms in
political speech, making it imperative to study how these terms shape
voter attitudes, political narratives, and the functioning of democratic
discourse.

The theoretical framework for this study draws on three key areas
of analysis: cognitive linguistics, political rhetoric, and discourse
analysis. Each of these perspectives provides a unique lens through
which to examine the role of euphemisms in political speech.

Cognitive linguistics, particularly the work of George Lakoff and
Mark Johnson (1980), provides a framework for understanding how
abstract political concepts are constructed through metaphors.
Euphemisms are often grounded in conceptual metaphors that shape
the public's understanding of complex political issues. For example,
metaphors like "nation-building" or "cleaning up the mess" frame
military intervention as a necessary or constructive action, diverting
attention from the violence or destruction involved. Euphemisms thus
serve to encode political ideologies within language, making them
easier to accept and understand.

Political rhetoric, as described by Aristotle (2007), is the art of
persuasion. Euphemisms function as rhetorical tools that allow
politicians to persuade and manage public opinion. By choosing
language that appeals to emotions and values, euphemisms can
promote political stability, avoid confrontation, and conceal
contentious policy decisions. For instance, the phrase "downsizing" is
often used in place of "layoffs," thereby reducing the emotional weight
associated with unemployment. This rhetorical shift serves to minimize
public resistance to job cuts or economic restructuring.

Discourse analysis, as proposed by theorists such as Michel
Foucault (1972) and Norman Fairclough (1992), examines how
language reflects and reinforces power dynamics in society.
Euphemisms, from this perspective, can be seen as mechanisms of
ideological control, ensuring that political elites retain influence over
public discourse. By masking unpleasant truths or re-framing
controversial issues, euphemisms help maintain the status quo and
prevent the public from challenging the political establishment.
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Research methodology. This study employs a qualitative research
methodology, integrating discourse analysis, cognitive linguistics, and
political rhetoric to examine the use of euphemisms in political speech.
The research process is organized into several phases: data collection,
data analysis, and interpretation. The study will focus on speeches,
interviews, policy documents, and media coverage from various
political contexts, both in democratic and authoritarian systems. By
combining these approaches, the study aims to provide a nuanced
understanding of how euphemisms function within political discourse.

The data for this study will be sourced from a combination of
primary and secondary materials, including:

The study will examine public addresses by political leaders,
including presidential speeches, parliamentary debates, and campaign
speeches. These speeches will be selected from multiple political
systems, including democracies (e.g., the U.S., the UK, and Germany)
and authoritarian regimes (e.g., Russia, China). These speeches will be
chosen for their historical and political significance and the presence of
controversial issues where euphemisms are likely to be used.
Presidential addresses during wartime, speeches on economic
austerity, or statements related to immigration or national security.

In addition to speeches, the study will include media articles,
editorials, and political commentaries. News outlets, both traditional
(newspapers, TV broadcasts) and digital (blogs, online news sites), are
rich sources for tracking how euphemisms are used and interpreted by
political elites and the media. These sources will allow for a broader
understanding of how euphemisms are deployed and whether they are
questioned or critiqued in public discourse. Media coverage of military
actions (e.g., Irag War), economic crises, and social reforms.

To supplement the analysis of political rhetoric, policy
documents, legislation, and government reports will be analyzed to
understand how euphemistic language is used to frame policy
decisions. These documents often reflect the official stance of a
political institution and can provide insights into the motivations
behind the use of euphemisms. Government reports on social welfare
reform, military budgets, or security legislation (e.g., anti-terrorism
laws).

The core of the analysis will involve textual analysis, where
instances of euphemisms will be identified and categorized. Textual
analysis involves the systematic examination of language and its
meaning within specific contexts. Here’s how this will be carried out:

The first step is to identify euphemisms within the texts.
Euphemisms will be defined as expressions used to soften or obscure
the harsh reality of a situation, often replacing words that carry
negative or controversial connotations. The texts will be examined for
words, phrases, or metaphors that are used to describe sensitive issues
more gently or indirectly. “Enhanced interrogation” for “torture,”
“collateral damage” for “civilian casualties,” “regime change” for
“military invasion.”

Once euphemisms are identified, they will be categorized based
on the political domain they address (e.g., war, economy, social policy).
This will allow for an analysis of which euphemisms are used most
frequently in different political contexts and for what purposes.
Categories:

War-related euphemisms (e.g.,
strike,” “pacification”)

Economic euphemisms (e.g., “austerity measures,” “tax relief”)

Social policy euphemisms (e.g., “reform,” “privatization”)

Foreign policy euphemisms (e.g., “intervention,” “nation-
building”)

“preemptive

”u

” a

Each euphemism will be analyzed in context to
understand its intended effect. This will involve examining the
surrounding language, the political situation, and the audience for
whom the language is intended. For example, the use of the term
“national security” in the context of surveillance or military
intervention will be analyzed for how it legitimizes potentially
controversial actions.

How does the euphemism shape public perception of the event
or issue?

Does the euphemism make a contentious issue seem less
threatening or more acceptable?

Who benefits from the use of the euphemism (e.g., politicians,
interest groups, the public)?
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To interpret the data, the study will apply three key analytical
frameworks: cognitive linguistics, political rhetoric, and discourse
analysis.

Cognitive linguistics, particularly conceptual metaphor theory,
will be used to understand how euphemisms are grounded in
metaphors. Euphemisms often reflect underlying metaphors that
shape how people conceptualize abstract ideas. For instance, a
metaphor like “war on terror” conceptualizes terrorism as a war, which
implies the necessity of combat and conflict. The study will identify the
metaphors embedded in euphemisms and explore how they influence
public perceptions. Analyzing how the term “nation-building” reframes
military intervention in the Middle East as a constructive, positive
endeavor, rather than a violent or imperialistic one.

The study will examine euphemisms as tools of political
persuasion, drawing on classical rhetorical theory (e.g., Aristotle’s
ethos, pathos, logos) and modern political rhetoric. Euphemisms often
aim to persuade the audience by invoking emotions (pathos), appealing
to authority (ethos), or presenting logical arguments (logos). The
analysis will explore how euphemisms help build political credibility,
soften opposition, or neutralize potential backlash. How euphemisms
like “shared sacrifice” or “tough choices” in budgetary speech aim to
create an emotional sense of collective responsibility, even when cuts
may disproportionately affect vulnerable populations.

Drawing from discourse analysis (e.g., Fairclough, Van Dijk), the
study will examine how euphemisms serve as tools of ideological
control. Political speech is not just about communication; it is also
about maintaining power structures. Euphemisms can obscure the real
consequences of policies or actions, protecting political elites from
criticism and maintaining the status quo. The study will analyze how
euphemisms help politicians manage or manipulate public opinion by
presenting controversial issues in a way that aligns with their
ideological stance. How authoritarian regimes use euphemisms like
“restoring order” or “protecting national sovereignty” to justify
repression and human rights abuses, while presenting such actions as
necessary for the public good.

To illustrate the use of euphemisms in political discourse, the
study will analyze specific case studies from various political contexts.
These case studies will focus on high-profile speeches and events
where euphemistic language was a central feature. A comparative
analysis will then be conducted to explore whether euphemism use
differs between democratic, authoritarian, and transitional political
systems.

The Iraq War (U.S. administration under George

W. Bush) and the use of terms like “regime change,” “shock and awe,”
and “collateral damage.”

The financial crisis of 2008 and the use of terms

stimulus packages,” and “austerity measures” in

n oa

like “bailouts,
Europe.

Health care reform debates (e.g.,, Obama’s
“Affordable Care Act” vs. “government-run health care”).

The use of euphemisms by authoritarian regimes
to justify political repression (e.g., China’s “stability maintenance”
policies).

After identifying and analyzing the euphemisms, the study will
interpret their significance in terms of political power, public
perception, and ideological manipulation. The ethical implications of
using euphemisms in political speech will be critically examined,
particularly with respect to their potential for manipulation,
misrepresentation, and deception.

This mixed-method approach, combining textual analysis,
cognitive linguistics, political rhetoric, and discourse analysis, will
provide a comprehensive view of how euphemisms function in political
speech. The methodology ensures that the study captures both the
linguistic properties of euphemisms and their strategic use in shaping
public opinion and political discourse.

Research results. The results of this study reveal significant
patterns and functions of euphemisms in political speech across
different contexts. Through a detailed textual analysis of speeches,
media coverage, policy documents, and political rhetoric from both
democratic and authoritarian regimes, the following key findings
emerged:

In this study, euphemisms were identified across several
categories of political discourse. These categories include, but are not
limited to:



Euphemisms related to military action and conflict were the most
prevalent in the data. Terms such as “collateral damage,” “preemptive
strike,” “enhanced interrogation,” and “regime change” were found in
speeches by political leaders during wartime and in post-conflict
narratives. The use of the term “collateral damage” in the context of
military interventions (e.g., Iraq, Afghanistan) was intended to soften
the perceived impact of civilian casualties, framing them as an
unfortunate but necessary consequence of military operations.

Euphemisms in economic discourse were frequently used to
present controversial policies in a more favorable light. Common terms
included “austerity measures” (instead of cuts to social services), “tax
relief” (for tax cuts, particularly for the wealthy), and “financial
restructuring” (to describe layoffs and corporate downsizing). In the
aftermath of the 2008 financial crisis, the term “bailout” was often
replaced with more neutral or positive terms like “rescue plan” or
“economic stimulus,” obscuring the real transfer of public funds to
private institutions.

In debates over social welfare, healthcare, and immigration,
euphemisms were used to frame policies as necessary or beneficial,
even when they involved significant cuts or restrictive measures. Terms
such as “reform,” “privatization,” and “border security” were employed
to reframe contentious policies. The term “entitlement reform” was
used to discuss cuts to social security and Medicare, presenting these
reductions as part of a necessary overhaul, rather than as a direct
reduction in services for vulnerable populations.

Euphemisms in foreign policy rhetoric often served to justify
controversial military actions, sanctions, or interventions in other
countries. Phrases like “nation-building,” “democratic expansion,” and
“humanitarian intervention” were used to mask the aggressive or
imperialistic nature of these actions. The U.S. invasion of Iraq in 2003
was frequently framed as a “regime change” or “freedom mission”
rather than an outright military conquest.

Political speech also relied on euphemisms to legitimize actions
taken by the state that could be seen as repressive. Terms such as “law
and order,” “stability measures,” and “counterterrorism efforts” were
used to justify actions that might otherwise be seen as authoritarian or
undemocratic. In China, the term “stability maintenance” is frequently
used to describe policies that crack down on dissent and restrict civil
liberties, presenting them as necessary for the country’s long-term
security and prosperity.

The study identified several primary functions of euphemisms in
political discourse. These functions underscore the strategic role that
euphemistic language plays in shaping public opinion and framing
political narratives.

One of the primary functions of euphemisms is to soften the
negative connotations of controversial or unpleasant policies. By
replacing harsh terms with more neutral or positive-sounding words,
euphemisms make political decisions appear more palatable to the
public. The use of “restructuring” to refer to job layoffs avoids the direct
negative connotation of “mass unemployment,” making job cuts seem
like part of a necessary business adjustment rather than a failure.

Euphemisms are often used to reframe controversial political
actions in a way that minimizes public backlash. In the context of war
or military interventions, euphemisms like “peacekeeping mission” or
“humanitarian intervention” frame actions that may involve significant
violence or loss of life as morally justified. “Enhanced interrogation
techniques” in the context of the U.S. war on terror reframed practices
like waterboarding, presenting them as necessary for national security
rather than as torture.

Euphemisms help politicians legitimize their policies and shape
public ideologies by framing them in ways that align with certain values
or assumptions. For instance, terms like “freedom” or “security” are

used to make policies, even those that restrict civil liberties, seem in
line with broader societal goals. The use of “national security” to justify
surveillance programs implies that any action taken under the guise of
securing the nation is inherently good, regardless of its impact on
individual privacy.

Euphemisms also serve to obscure or downplay the real
consequences of policies, especially when those consequences may be
unpopular or controversial. This function is particularly evident in the
political discourse surrounding economic austerity, military
interventions, and social cuts. The term “austerity” in European
financial discourse frequently obscures the actual impact of policies,
which often involve cuts to vital public services, unemployment
benefits, and pensions.

In the comparative analysis between democratic and
authoritarian regimes, several interesting patterns emerged: In
democracies, euphemisms were often used in the context of foreign
policy and economic policy to garner public support for controversial
actions. Leaders in democratic systems frequently used euphemisms to
make policies appear as though they were in the best interest of the
public, while minimizing opposition. U.S. political leaders’ use of
“regime change” to describe military intervention in Irag, or the
framing of “bailouts” as necessary measures to avoid economic
collapse.

In authoritarian contexts, euphemisms were used more
extensively to justify repression and maintain control over the
populace. Terms such as “counterterrorism,” “social harmony,” and
“national stability” were often deployed to justify crackdowns on
dissent and the suppression of political opposition. In Russia, the term
“anti-terrorism operations” has been used to justify domestic
crackdowns on political protests, framing such actions as part of a
national security agenda.

In transitional political systems, where democratization or regime
change is underway, euphemisms were frequently used to smooth over
the ambiguities of power transitions. For instance, terms like
“reconciliation,” “reform,” and “transformation” were used to suggest
that the country was moving toward more democratic governance,
even if real reforms were limited. In post-apartheid South Africa, the
term “truth and reconciliation” was employed to justify both the
pursuit of justice and the need to foster national unity, often glossing
over the difficult process of addressing past human rights violations.

The use of euphemisms in political speech raises important
ethical questions. While euphemisms can help make complex issues
more digestible to the public, they can also be used to manipulate or
deceive audiences by obscuring the real consequences of policies. This
study found that the strategic deployment of euphemisms often serves
to avoid public scrutiny and legitimize controversial or harmful actions.
The term “national security” was used to justify policies that infringed
upon civil liberties, such as mass surveillance programs or the curbing
of political dissent, without transparent public debate about the actual
implications.

Some of the most important key findings are followings:
Euphemisms are highly prevalent in political discourse, particularly in
areas like war, economics, and social policy. Moreover, euphemisms
serve multiple functions, including mitigating negative perceptions,
framing controversial actions, legitimizing policies, and obscuring policy
impacts. Furthermore, there are notable differences in how
euphemisms are used across political systems: democratic systems
tend to use euphemisms to justify foreign and economic policies, while
authoritarian regimes use them more extensively to justify repression
and control. The use of euphemisms in political speech raises ethical
concerns, particularly when they are employed to manipulate or
deceive the public.

Table 1.

Summarizes some of the most common euphemisms found in recent political discourse and their intended effect

"Enhanced interrogation" Torture Softens the reality of abuse

"Collateral damage" Civilian casualties Minimizes the human cost of war
"Regime change" Invasion Justifies military action

"Affirmative action" Racial preferences Frames controversial policies positively
"Tax relief" Tax cuts Frames policy as beneficial
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Discussion. The findings suggest that euphemisms are a powerful
tool in political communication, allowing politicians to shape public
perception, avoid controversy, and maintain political support.
However, the use of euphemisms is not without ethical concerns. While
they can help reduce the emotional impact of sensitive issues, they can
also obscure the truth and facilitate the manipulation of public opinion.
In some cases, euphemisms can be seen as a form of political
obfuscation, where the true intent behind a policy or action is hidden
behind carefully crafted language.

Moreover, the strategic use of euphemisms can contribute to the
erosion of public trust in political institutions. As citizens become more
aware of the ways in which euphemisms are used to manipulate their
understanding of political issues, they may grow more skeptical of
political rhetoric and less engaged in the democratic process.

Conclusion. The role of euphemisms in political speech is a
multifaceted phenomenon that reflects the power dynamics in
communication, public perception, and political legitimacy. Through
this study, we have explored how euphemisms function as tools for
shaping public opinion, framing political issues, and softening the
impact of controversial policies or actions. The findings from this
research underscore the complexity of political language,
demonstrating that euphemisms are not merely innocuous linguistic
tools, but rather potent instruments for controlling narratives,
managing conflicts, and legitimizing authority.

Euphemisms often serve the strategic function of framing
sensitive topics in a manner that minimizes public backlash or criticism.
For example, terms like “enhanced interrogation” instead of “torture,”
or “preemptive strike” instead of “war of aggression,” are employed to
present controversial actions as morally or politically justified. By
softening the language, euphemisms help politicians present harsh
realities in more acceptable terms, thereby managing public emotions
and maintaining political stability.

The study highlights how euphemisms allow political leaders to
exert control over the political discourse, often manipulating public
opinion by avoiding direct confrontation with uncomfortable truths.
The use of euphemisms not only preserves political legitimacy but can
also steer public discussions in desired directions. By carefully choosing
words, politicians are able to appeal to emotional sensibilities,
presenting policies as more palatable or even inevitable. While
euphemisms are useful for strategic purposes, their widespread use
raises important ethical concerns. The study found that euphemisms
can obfuscate the real consequences of policies, allowing governments
to pursue agendas that might be more controversial or harmful if
directly named. By masking the truth, euphemisms can facilitate the
continuation of unjust or destructive policies under the guise of
neutrality, security, or care. Euphemisms vary across political systems,
with notable differences between democratic and authoritarian
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trust.
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