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Abstract
Thepaperdealswith euphemismsandtheir treatmentin general(monolingualandbilingual) dictionar-
ies.We give a linguistic analysisof euphemismformation(basedon Englishmaterial)anddiscussthe
treatmentof euphemismsin several English,Russian,GermanandLatvian monolingualandbilingual
dictionaries.Seriousinconsistencieshave beennotedin euphemismtreatment(editorialdecisions,sub-
jective solutionsin individual cases,labellingabsenceor inconsistency, avoiding of euphemisms).The
problemof theephemeralor transitorynatureof euphemismsandits reflectionin dictionarieshasbeen
viewed.

1 Euphemisms
Thepost-modernsocietyproducesa multitudeof euphemisms.New power to euphemismpro-
ductionis providedby political correctness(Burridge,1996)andvarious“isms” (startingfrom
ableismandendingwith weightism).Thewidespreadcharacterof this phenomenonwascon-
firmedby thecoinageof anew term– euphemantics(Dodd,1962)in the60iesof the20thcen-
tury. Numerousbooks(Pei,1970;Enright,1985;Allan, 1991)anddictionaries(Spears,1981;
Neaman,1983;Green,1984;Holder, 1987;Rawson,1989;Ayto, 1993)havebeendedicatedto
thesubject.

Euphemismsareemotionallyneutralwordsor expressionsusedinsteadof synonymousoffen-
sive, too direct or unpleasantwords.Thusthey dealwith the ambiguousand the unpleasant.
Traditionallyeuphemismsconcentratein thespheresconnectedwith thehumanbody, secretion
functions,nakedness,genitals,sickness,crimes,military action,but todaythey actively invade
new spheres– advertising,business,politics – anything “from privatepleasureto public pain”
(Rawson,1981).

Like slang,mosteuphemismsareephemeral(thereis, however, a coresetwhich is rathersta-
ble). Oneof the causesof a ratherrapid changeof euphemismsis that after a certainperiod
of usethey tendto acquirethe negative meaningof whatever they refer to andbecomecon-
taminatedandcumbersome;new onesare thensought.Hencethe ever changingvocabulary
itemsfor bad/disagreeable/tabooconcepts(Hughes1991:13-15).Hence,2000wordsfor “pros-
titute” in English(Allan; Burridge1991).This in turn affectsthe generalusageaswell, thus
intercoursehasalmostdisappearedfrom normalconversationbecauseof its euphemisticsexual
connotations.

Euphemismcreationtechniquesinvolvesomeof thetraditionalword-formationtypes,but also
presentsomepeculiarities.Thetechniquesaresimilar in mostlanguages:

� Loansborrowed mainly from Latin andGreekseemlessoffensive: they aremoretech-
nical, sophisticated,longerandsometimesthe meaningis not immediatelyapparent:to
micturate(to piss),rebate(bribe),senior(elderly),sub-optimal(failed).
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� Abbreviationsseemlessdangerousor impolite: WC(toilet), KIA (killed in action),big C
(cancer).

� Adaptations(distortions)– a specificword-formationpatternof euphemization:cripes
(Christ),gosh(goodgracious),FannyAdams(fuck all), eff (fuck).

� Truncation– deletionof somelettersin writing is lesswidespreadtodayasit usedto be.
Asterisks,or hyphensareusuallyused:G- d (God),F**k (fuck).

� Wideningof meaning– aword (usuallyasemanticallymoregeneralsuperordinateterm)
is found and its meaningis widenedto include the meaningof the avoidableword. In
extremecaseswefind thecompletesubstitutionof denotativemeaning:growth(cancer),
relationship(affair), inmates;clients;residents(prisoners),assets(enemytargets),man-
hood(penis).

� Metaphorictransfers:blossom(pimple),theatreof operations(battlefront).
� Ellipsis is usedfor euphemizationasit transfersthemeaningof thephraseontoanother

word, which is not directly associatedwith theavoidablesubject:ladies(ladies’ room),
action(military action),intercourse(sexual intercourse),remains(mortal remains).

� Useof negative.Thereis a distinct tendency in many languagesto usenegativeprefixes
for softeningthe effect of the word or making it extremelyvague:the underprivileged
(thepoor), to disimprove(to makeworse),to deselect(to exclude).

� Longerperiphrasis,wheresomelexemesaregainingsemiaffix status:differently abled
(disabled),visually impaired(blind), physicallydifferent/challenged(crippled),lessde-
veloped/underdeveloped(laid-off).

Thereseemto bewavesof euphemizationwheneithera particulartypeof euphemismcreation
is heavily usedor a sphereof humanactivities undergoesseriouseuphemization.Thus,real
war simulatedthevocabulary of the technologyof illusionary entertainment(Ebo,1995):sur-
gical strikes(precisionbombing),ordinances(bombs),to hit the jackpot (to hit a big target),
involuntaryconversion(crashlanding). Hereeuphemisticuseoftenborderson intentionalblur,
obfuscationandpolitically correctlanguage.

Thusfrom thelexicographicviewpointeuphemismsareeither(1) specificwordsor wordcom-
binationshaving euphemisticmeaning;or (2) euphemisticsensesin polysemanticwords or
phrasesfrom thegenerallexicon.

2 Dictionaries

Apart from specialisedeuphemismsdictionarieswhich arenot the subjectof this paper, eu-
phemismsappearalsoin generaldictionaries.The analysisof variousmonolingualandbilin-
gual dictionariessuggeststhat (1) amonglexicographersthereseemsto be no consensuson
the natureof euphemisms;(2) often thereis no strategy of euphemismsreflection/treatment
(labelling,periodof use,equivalents).

Theseconclusionsseemto apply to several languagesunderinvestigation– English,German,
RussianandLatvian,howeverfor reasonsof space,wewill focushereonEnglishandbilingual
Englishdictionaries.
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Euphemismshave not beenthoroughlydiscussedin lexicographicliterature,they arenot men-
tioned in many bookson lexicography, e.g. in Benson(1986),nor is therea separatearticle
dedicatedto themin theEncyclopaediaof Lexicography(Wörterbücher1989).

2.1 Large-size historical dictionaries

Large sizehistoricaldictionaries,suchasthe Oxford EnglishDictionary, could documentthe
euphemismuseandtiming extensively. Yet practiceshows a differentsituation:OED actually
providesvery few euphemisms,andthedescriptionsarenotalwaysexhaustive,e.g.

� massage– usedeuphem.for: sexual activity. The expressionsmassageestablishment,
parlouretc.usedassignsoutsideabuilding arefrequentlyallegedto mean‘brothel’;

� bathroom– aroomcontainingabathandoftenothertoilet facilities.Hencealsoeuphem.
for lavatory;

� seniorcitizen– a termfor anelderlyperson,esp.onewho is pasttheageof retirement,
orig. US. Frequentlyusedin official communicationandby the mediaasa euphemism
for ‘old-agepensioner’.

Therearenumerousothertermsthatareelaboratedwithout theuseof thelabel “euphemism”,
thoughthedefinitionsareclearlyeuphemistic.Thesehaveoftenspecialisedlabels,e.g.

� loins2. – ChieflyBiblical andpoetic.Thispartof thebodyregarded

1. as the part of the body that shouldbe coveredby clothing and aboutwhich the
clothesarebound

2. astheseatof physicalstrengthandof generativepower
� possess– spec.to havesexual intercoursewith (awoman)
� knowledge– sexual intimacy. Now only carnalknowledge(archaicandlegal)

The problemis addressedin the Guide:“The OED confinesits occasionaluseof the term to
obviously oblique referencesto suchthings as sexual intercourse(a fate worsethan death),
or criminal behaviour ... or unpleasanttruths.... As well asoccurringasan italicized label,
words ‘used euphemistically’sometimesprefacea definition involving an ironic reversalof
meaning...”

2.2 Modern desktop dictionaries

Fivemediumsizedesktopdictionaries(TheConciseOxford,Oxford AdvancedLearner’s Dic-
tionary, Chambers20thCenturyDictionary, CollinsEnglishdictionary)wereselectedfor acase
study.

Generallyvery few euphemismsandeuphemisticmeaningswerefoundto beincluded.This is
no doubtpromptedby the inability to decideon thesemanticvagueness,longevity andspread
of theconcreteword/meaning.
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OED Conc.Oxf. Chambers OALD Collins
eff e. e. e. – e.
Fanny Adams e. e. e. – e.
massage(parlour) e. e. – e. e.
bathroom e. + – e.US +US,C
cloakroom e. e. + e.Br. e.Br.
adult e.US e. – –
passaway + e. + e. e.
sleepwith/together +coll. + + + +
theremains + + + + +
depart + + +obs. e. –
one-nightstand +spec. +coll. +coll. +infml. +infml.
to relieveoneself + + + e. +
prophylactic + +US +US +US +US
member +arch. + – e. +
posterior +coll. +Sl. + +joc. +
rest-room – + + e. +
love-child + + + e. e.
demise + + + +fml.joc. e.fml.
hostess +popularly + + – –
intercourse + +biol. + + +
friend + – – – –
fallenwoman + – – – +
possess +spec. + – – +
know +arch. +arch. +arch. – +arch.
knowledge +arch. + +arch. – +obs.
blessed e. e. e. e. e.
seniorcitizen e.US + – + e.Br.NZ
gosh + e. +coll. e. e.
holiday e. – – – –
helponeself e. + + + +
disadvantaged + + + + +
third-degree(treatment) + + + + +infml.
institutionalize + + + + +
appropriate – + + + +
four-letterword + + – + +
pacification + – – – –
action + + + + +
dehire +US – – – –

Table1: Traditionaleuphemismsin 5 monolingualEnglishdictionaries

New euphemismsaccordinglyfind it hardto get into dictionarieswhile old, archaicandrarely
usedeuphemismstendnot to be eradicatedform the following revisededitions.The few eu-
phemismsor euphemisticmeaningsthat we encounteredcentredmainly in the sphereof sex,
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body, bodily functions,death– thusin thetraditional,not to sayold-fashioned,sphere.

It shouldbe mentionedthat therearealsodictionarieswhich do not usethe label euphemism
at all, suchasCOBUILD (generalavoidanceof labels)or Webster(Collegeedition).This may
starta discussionon whatsortof labeleuphemismis – is it a styleor registermarker?Is it an
evaluative label (Puschel1989)?How valid is the term itself? It seemshowever importantfor
learners.Thus,for example,theLongmanDictionaryof ContemporaryEnglish(1995)(learn-
ers’ type) doesnot give the label,but tries to suggestthe connotationsthroughthe definition,
e.g.Massageparlour – a word meaninga brothel(= placewherepeoplepayto havesex), used
to pretendthat it is nota brothel.

TheCollinsEnglishDictionary(1995)doesnotsuggesttheuseof thelabeleuphemism, yet the
word appearsin quite many lemmas.However similar wordsandmeaningsaretreateddiffer-
ently:

� Member– anotherword for penis
� Organ– a euphemisticword for penis
� Tool – Taboo,Sl.anotherword for penis
� Collateraldamage– unintentionaldamageto civil propertyandcivilian casualtiescaused

bymilitary operations.

Finally, to producea moreexactpicture,a list of euphemismswasdrawn up (first partmainly
containingthetraditionaleuphemisms,secondpart– mainlyeuphemismsoutsidethetraditional
sphere).Themostoutstandingresultof thestudywasthatonly oneword (blessed) wascharac-
terizedaseuphemismby all fivedictionaries.Detailsaresummarized1 in table1, page776.

2.3 Bilingual dictionaries

Bilingual dictionarieshave a still harderchoice.The following strategieshave beenregistered
in thechoiceof a translationequivalent:

1. Equivalenteuphemismin thetargetlanguage,
2. denotationalequivalentis provided,losingtheeuphemisticeffect,
3. transparent“fresh” euphemismis createdby thecompilers,
4. label“euphemism”is providedfor thesourceword/sense,
5. euphemisticsenseof theword doesnotappearat all. Thiscanbeaccountedfor eitherby

consideringthemeaningnotworth includingbecauseof theephemeralcharacterof many
euphemisms,or by difficultiesof translation.

The useof a target languageequivalent in bilingual dictionariesalso raisesthe questionof
whethera modernequivalentor a datedeuphemismof that period(if thereis one)or an ex-
planatorynoteis given(not characteristicof bilingualdictionaries).
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Duden Lang.
EN-DE EN-RU EN-LV EN-DE

eff – – – –
Fanny Adams – – – –
massage(parlour) e+ = = –
bathroom – – – =
cloakroom e= = – –
adult + – – –
passaway e+ = = =
sleepwith/together e+coll. + – +
theremains + + + +
depart + + + =
one-nightstand + – – –
to relieveoneself + + – +
prophylactic + – – –
member – – + +med.
posterior +joc. + + +
restroom =US =US =US =US
love-child e+ + – +
demise + + = +
hostess e+ = – +
intercourse = + + =
friend – + + –
fallenwoman + – + +
possess + + – +
know – – – –
knowledge = – – =

blessed e= – =iron. e=
seniorcitizen + + – –
gosh =coll. =coll. = =coll
holiday – – – –
helponeself + – – –
disadvantaged + – + –
third-degree(treatment) = + – =US
institutionalize – – = –
appropriate – + e. +
four-letterword = + + –
pacification – + – –
action = + = =
dehire – – – –

Table2: Theeuphemismsfrom table1 in 4 bilingual dictionaries
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As bilingual dictionariesareoften usedfor translationpurposesof texts of differenttime pe-
riods,keepingthemexclusively modernis not a perfectsolution.Thesamelist of Englisheu-
phemismsas above, in table 1, page776, was appliedto four bilingual dictionaries(Duden
OxfordGroßwörterbuchEnglisch,TheOxfordRussianDictionary, English-LatvianDictionary,
LangenscheidtsEnzyklop"adischesW"orterbuchderEnglischenundDeutschenSprache).All
dictionariesusethelabeleuphemism. Detailsaregiven2 in table2, page778.

As can be seen,the rate of euphemismreflection is much lower in the bilingual dictionar-
ies.Bilingual dictionaries,however, occasionallyprovidedmoremodernanduntraditionaleu-
phemismsthanmonolingualones.As concernsthe issueof euphemismequivalentsvis a vis
time period;no substantialfindingsweremadeasold-fashionedeuphemismsor their equiva-
lents(know, blessed) werenormallynot reflected.

In conclusionit canbestatedthatthestudyproducedmorequestionsthananswerswhich sug-
geststhe problemof euphemismtreatmentin dictionariesdeservesmoreattentionthanit has
beengivensofar.

Notes
1Theabbreviationsin thetablehave thefollowing meaning:

e wordor meaninggivenaseuphemism
+ wordor meaninggivenwithout label“euphemism”,“euphemistic”
– wordor meaningnotgivenat all

2Theabbreviationsin thetablehave thefollowing meaning:

euphemisticequivalentgiven +
non-euphemisticequivalentgiven =
wordor meaningnotgivenat all –
labeleuphemismapplied e
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