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Abstract

Euphemisms are linguistic tools that serve to soften, obscure, or reframe sensitive or
controversial issues. In political rhetoric, they play a crucial role in shaping public perception,
maintaining face, and exercising power. This paper examines the pragmatic functions of
euphemisms in political discourse within two major language families: Indo-European (e.g.,
English, Russian) and Altaic (e.g., Turkish, Uzbek). Through a contrastive analysis, the study
identifies both universal and language-family-specific uses of euphemisms in political rhetoric.
The findings reveal patterns in how euphemisms are employed to avoid directness, mitigate
responsibility, and manipulate public opinion, with notable differences influenced by cultural
and socio-political contexts.

Introduction

In the realm of political communication, language serves not only as a vehicle for information
but also as a strategic tool for shaping public perception, maintaining power, and managing
social relationships. One of the most frequently employed linguistic strategies in political
rhetoric is the use of euphemisms—indirect or softened expressions that replace words or
phrases considered harsh, unpleasant, or controversial. Politicians and state institutions often
rely on euphemistic language to frame complex or unpopular decisions in more acceptable
terms, reduce public backlash, and align their messaging with broader ideological narratives.
Euphemisms in political discourse perform several key pragmatic functions. They act as
politeness strategies by mitigating face-threatening acts, thus allowing speakers to avoid direct
confrontation or offense (Brown & Levinson, 1987). Moreover, they serve as face-saving
mechanisms, enabling political actors to preserve their credibility and moral authority while
addressing sensitive topics such as war, economic crisis, or political repression. From a
broader perspective, euphemisms also function as tools of ideological persuasion, subtly
shaping the way information is presented and understood by audiences, thereby influencing
public opinion without overt manipulation.

While the use of euphemisms is a common feature across many languages, the forms they
take and the cultural values they reflect can vary significantly. Much of the existing literature
has focused on euphemism use within single-language contexts. However, there is a growing
need for cross-linguistic and cross-cultural investigations that reveal how different language
families approach euphemistic strategies, particularly in politically sensitive discourse. This
study aims to explore and compare the pragmatic functions of euphemisms in political rhetoric
across two distinct language families: Indo-European (represented by English and Russian)
and Altaic (represented by Turkish and Uzbek). By analyzing authentic political texts, the
research sheds light on both universal patterns and culturally specific uses of euphemisms in
political language.

Theoretical Framework. The analysis in this study is grounded in pragmatic theories such as
Speech Act Theory (Austin, 1962; Searle, 1969), Politeness Theory (Brown & Levinson, 1987),
and Critical Discourse Analysis (Fairclough, 1995). These theories explain how euphemisms
serve as indirect speech acts, face-saving strategies, and ideological tools. The concept of
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linguistic relativity also plays a background role in understanding how language structure
influences euphemistic strategies across different language families.

Methodology. A qualitative contrastive analysis was conducted on political speeches, press
releases, and government statements from English-speaking, Russian-speaking, Turkish-
speaking, and Uzbek-speaking politicians from 2010 to 2024. The corpus includes examples
from international organizations (e.g., UN, EU), national parliaments, and televised debates.
Euphemisms were identified and analyzed for their pragmatic function, categorized according
to purpose (e.g., concealment, mitigation, persuasion) and evaluated against their socio-
political context.

Pragmatic Functions of Euphemisms in Indo-European Political Rhetoric English political
rhetoric uses euphemisms for face-saving, policy softening, and military justification. Examples
include 'collateral damage' (civilian casualties), 'quantitative easing' (printing money), and
‘enhanced interrogation' (torture), which reduce accountability (van Dijk, 2006). Russian
political discourse, in contrast, employs euphemisms like 'special military operation’ (war) and
‘optimization of healthcare' (cutbacks), reflecting institutional control (Fairclough, 1995).
Pragmatic Functions of Euphemisms in Altaic Political Rhetoric Turkish political euphemisms
emphasize unity and national identity, such as 'kardeslik projesi' (brotherhood project) and
'temizlik operasyonu’ (cleaning operation). In Uzbek, euphemisms like 'davlat siyosati' (state
policy) or ‘'moslashtirish’ (adjustment) maintain social harmony and show deference to authority
(Brown & Levinson, 1987). Contrastive Analysis. Common across both families is the use of
euphemisms to avoid negative evaluation and frame actions positively. However, Indo-
European languages often use technocratic or militaristic euphemisms, while Altaic languages
use emotionally resonant or respectful expressions. These differences reflect underlying
cultural values such as individualism vs. collectivism (Lakoff, 1975).

Conclusion

Euphemisms play a significant role in political rhetoric across both Indo-European and Altaic
language families, functioning as essential pragmatic tools that help politicians shape
discourse, manage face, and influence public perception. While the core functions of
euphemisms—such as softening unpleasant realities, avoiding direct confrontation, and
maintaining social harmony—are broadly universal, their linguistic forms and underlying
motivations differ across cultures and language systems.

In Indo-European languages like English and Russian, euphemisms often adopt bureaucratic,
technocratic, or militaristic tones, reflecting political systems that emphasize institutional
authority and policy rationalization. In contrast, Altaic languages such as Turkish and Uzbek
frequently rely on culturally resonant, emotionally toned, or honor-driven expressions,
highlighting collectivist values, respect for authority, and national unity.

These differences underscore the influence of sociolinguistic norms and ideological
frameworks on language use in political contexts. Euphemisms not only reflect cultural
attitudes but also reinforce them, subtly guiding how political messages are received and
interpreted by different audiences.

This contrastive study reveals the complexity and adaptability of euphemistic language in
political discourse. Future research could deepen this inquiry by analyzing additional
languages within these and other families, as well as examining how euphemistic strategies
evolve over time in response to shifting political and social conditions.
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