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Abstract 

This study investigates the use of euphemistic strategies by Jordanian university students. It is also examines the 

effect of taboo topics, gender, and social context on the use of euphemism. To achieve this goal, a questionnaire was 

developed and distributed to 200 students who were randomly selected from four Jordanian universities. 

 The results of the study show that the politeness concept seems to be clear for Jordanian university students; they 

tend to use euphemism in highlighting taboo topics, in order to save their own face and other’s positive face. 

Understatement strategy was the most frequently used by Jordanian university students and taboo topics did not have 

major effect in Jordanian students' use of euphemism. It is found that gender does not have statistically significant 

role in euphemistic usage. The results also show that social context affects Jordanian university students' use of 

euphemism in some taboo topics. 

Keywords: Euphemistic strategies, taboo, politeness, Jordanian students. 

Introduction 

Language is a tool by which speakers and writers express their needs, wishes, and emotions and through 

it, they interact with each other. It is assured that cultures, traditions, and religions affect language. Wafi (1983) 

emphasized that language reports civilizations and peoples' history. 

Language users employ their linguistic knowledge to achieve different communicative purposes. The 

communicative setting helps speakers and hearers understand each other through cues provided by the context. 

For example, speakers avoid using direct expressions that denote forbidden topics "taboos" and tend to use 

acceptable expressions that convey similar meanings. The use of alternative expressions to reduce the acuteness 

of the expression is often called euphemism (Neaman and Silver 1990).  

Wardhaugh (1998) indicated that it is not always linguistic or physical disability that prevents people 

to say some expressions; sometimes people do not like to say certain expressions; so they tend to express 

themselves indirectly. He added that in the first case we talk about “taboo” while in the second, we talk 

about “euphemism” (Wardhaugh 1998, 234).  

Euphemism Definition 

According to Mcarthur (1992), “euphemism” is derived from the Greek word “euphimismos”, composed 

of “eu”, which means “well or good”, and “pheme”, which means “speaking” (Mcarthur 1992, 387).The 

morphological form of the word means “to speak auspiciously or with good omen”. 
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Leech (1974, 53) defined euphemism as "a practice of referring to something offensive or indelicate 

in terms that make it sound more pleasant or [more] acceptable than it really is".  

Allen and Burridge (1991, 14) stated that euphemistic expressions are “used as an alternative to an unfavorable 

expression, in order to avoid possible loss of face: either one's own face, or through giving offense, that of the audience, 

or of some third party”. In this definition, Allen and Burridge depended on the Politeness Theory of Brown and 

Levinson (1978, 1987), which suggests that speakers use euphemistic expressions to save the addressees’ or speakers’ 

face or decrease the addressees’ face-threatening act. 

Al-Shamali (1997) claimed that the use of euphemism depends on changing forbidden words or expressions 

in a certain society by using other acceptable ones. 

Hasselgard (1999) confirmed that euphemism is mentioning unpleasant things in a way that makes it 

pleasant to mention (e.g. pass away=die; relieve oneself=urinate; put to sleep=kill …etc.) (Hasselgard 1999, 

28). 

Cognitively, Mihas (2005) defined euphemism as a way to mention something without evoking a clear 

mental image of it while leaving the option to the person’s imagination. Euphemism forms an incomplete 

picture of the subject and leaves it ambiguous. Mihas, (2005, 129) pointed out that the purpose is not to create 

a complete and clear picture of the subject talked about. 

Euphemistic strategies are semantic devices of forming indirect or kind words instead of offensive ones. The use 

of strategies is affected by contextual factors as the degree of formality and the relationship between the speaker and 

the listener (Farghal 1995). 

The Cultural Aspect of Euphemism 

Related to the fact that euphemism is a polite way to discuss social taboos, it is worth noting that both social 

taboos and euphemism are determined by culture, which means that what is classified as a taboo in a certain culture 

may not be a taboo in another culture. The same applies for euphemism. The same applies for euphemism. Taboos 

could classify into different levels but they can’t consider as universal. Some notions considered as taboos, such as 

genitalia and drug abuse. For example, an expression for a sexual bodily part is considered a taboo in the Middle 

East and the Western World. Another aspect of euphemism that is related to culture is that it “might be different 

for men and women, different age groups, or other subcultural categories" (Allen and Burridge 2006, 40). 

The evaluation of the term (if it euphemistic or not) is also affected by the setting. For example, “piss” is 

not euphemistic in a formal setting but it could be neutral in a casual setting.  

Jordan has witnessed a significant increase in the number of universities since the seventies of the last 

century. Currently, it has more than 28 public and private universities with male and female students from 

different regions of the kingdom; they provide students with different specializations and various academic 

degrees: BA, MA and Ph.D. 
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Theoretical Framework 

The study aims to analyze the use of euphemistic strategies among students of Jordanian universities. To 

achieve this objective, the study adopted Ham (2005) and Warren (1992) euphemistic strategies. Warren (1992) 

believed that there is a continuous creation of new meanings for words in language, and that such creation 

depends on the context. This creation does not occur randomly since there are rules that govern it in addition to 

conditions for accepting the new meaning, or “novel meaning” (2005, 30).Two conditions must be met to accept 

the novel term, according to Warren (1992): first, a connection between the novel word and the thing to which 

it belongs and second, which leads to the creation of euphemistic terms, is that the novel word is a "desirable 

alternative" for its referent (Warren 1992, 130). 

Warren (1992) suggested four main devices for euphemism formation. Each device of euphemism 

formation has a number of sub-categories as described below: 

1. Word formation devices: This device contains five methods of euphemism formation: Compounding, 

Derivation, Onomatopoeia, Acronyms and Blends. 

2. Phonemic modification: Warren provides four subcategories of this device: Abbreviation, back slang, 

Rhyming Slang, Phonemic Replacement. 

3. Loan Word. 

4. Semantic Innovation: This device has seven sub-devices: Particularization, Implication, Metaphor, 

Metonym, Reversal, Understatement and Overstatement. 

Warren’s (1992) presented the following euphemistic strategies based on previous studies: 

Compounding: joining two words to form a new polite acceptable word; for example, the use of (sex business) 

and (sex game) (Ham 2005, 252). 

Derivation: deriving a new word by adding native affixes to a loan word; for example, the word (FELLATIO) 

meaning "oral sex" is derived from the Latin term (fellare, to suck) (Rawson 1981). 

Onomatopoeia: Ham (2005) stated that onomatopoeia as a euphemistic strategy that depends on imitating 

the sound of tabooed act to produce a word that reflects that act in a euphemistic manner; for example, 

the word (bonk) which reflects a (sexual intercourse) (Ham 2005, 231). 

Acronym: according to Allan and Burridge (1991), acronym is the use of initial letters of tabooed words to 

form one euphemistic expression as “Snafu” for “situation normal all fucked up” (Allan and Burridge 

1991, 17). 

Blends: Warren did not provide the method of forming an euphemistic term through the blends; she even 

did not provide a definition for this strategy. However, according to Aitchison (1989, 250), this 

strategy can be deleted from Warren forms of euphemism since there is no evidence of its use. 

Abbreviation: referring to a part of a forbidden word rather than to utter it as a kind of politeness when 

speaking, as the word ‘‘Celibacy’’ from ‘‘Celibatus’’ (life without love/sex). (Rababah and Al-Qarni 

2012). 
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Rhyming slang: replacing an offensive word with another acceptable one with the same phonetic rhyme, 

like this and that for piss (urinate) (Huang 2005, 46). 

Phonemic replacement: “a euphemistic mispronunciation” (Rawson 1981, 254) as (shoot) for (shit). (Ham 

2005, 231) 

Loan word: using a term from a language other than his mother tongue. An example of this strategy is 

‘Celibacy’’ from ‘‘Celibatus’’ (life without love/sex) (Warren 1992). Particularization: according to 

Ham (2005), it means using a general expression in the context of talking about a forbidden subject in 

order to reduce or soften the word. 

Implication: Replacing a harsh expression with another term to interpret its meaning according to the 

context. This type of speech needs several steps in order to understand its meaning (Ham, 2005:232). 

Metaphor: Neaman and Silver (1983) defined the metaphorical transport as the formation of euphemistic 

terms by comparison to denote forbidden topics. A clear example of metaphorical euphemisms include 

'globes', 'brown eyes' and 'melons'[breasts] (Rawson 1981, 38). 

Metonym or “general for –specific”: This strategy includes the use of a general term to convey a specific 

one (Allan and Burridge 1991, 18). For example: I will go to bathroom for excrete (Rababah and Al-

Qarni 2012, 733). 

Reversal: using the exact opposite word of the forbidden one (Ham 2005, 232), such as using 'blessed' when 

the addressee means "damned"] (Stern 1931). 

Understatement: according to Baldick (2004), it means submitting a forbidden topic in a way that is less 

dangerous than it is, such as Ham’s "sleep" for "die" (2005, 232). 

Overstatement: using an exaggerated expression to achieve an emotional impact that reduces the intensity 

of forbidden expressions, such as using 'fight to glory' instead of death (Rawson 1981, 11). 

After analyzing all euphemistic sexual expressions in three British novels: Emma, Lady Chatterly’s Lover 

and Well Groomed based on Warren euphemistic devices, Ham (2005) found that not all sexual expressions 

were euphemized by following Warren’s method of formation. This led Ham to add two subcategories to 

Warren’s model, which are: Deletion under Phonemic Modification and Naming under Semantic Innovation. 

Below are the strategies added by Ham (2005) to Warren’s model of euphemism: 

Ham (2005) placed the deletion strategy under “phonemic modification” (Ham 2005, 241). She stated that 

deletion could be phonemic; for example, 'Did you - ' [Did you have sexual intercourse?], or geographical 

deletion e.g. '****', or 'F---' [fuck] (Ham 2005, 241). 

According to Ham (2005), two sub-categories are presented under naming strategy: 'Proper nouns' and 

'Geographic adjectives'. Naming was placed under Warren’s “semantic innovation” strategy. 

As mentioned previously, euphemism as a social phenomenon changes over time from generation to 

generation. Euphemistic awareness among Jordanians has changed; what was euphemized in the past, may no 

longer be euphemized in the present generation. Azzeh (2010) attempted to examine the effect of social factors 
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as dialect on the use of euphemistic expressions. She found that Jordanians' use of direct expressions was related 

to taboos, which proves the change in using euphemism with the passage of time 

Ham (2001) stated that euphemism helps maintaining the communication smoothly among participants. 

This fact was realized by students of the Jordanian university that they use euphemism in their everyday 

conversations; therefore, they use different terms to show their awareness to this sociolinguistic phenomenon. 

For example, they use expressions like: 

{malyaan} (Replete) for referring to a fat person. 

{thaoii al ehtiajat al khasah} (With special needs) for referring to a person who suffers from a physical defect.  

Euphemism as a Form of Politeness  

Euphemism is a form of a politeness strategy that language users use to save the face of themselves and 

the face of their addressees (Crespo 2005). It is a way to avoid using taboos or threatening others. This is 

consistent with what Allan and Burridge (1991, 7) described, “generally speaking, the greater the oncoming 

face-affront, the greater is the politeness shown, and the greater is the degree of euphemism required”.  

Euphemism had been classified into several types by scholars as negative euphemism and positive 

euphemism. Regarding positive euphemisms, Mwanambuyu (2011) stated that these are 'cosmetic words' 

which are used in order "to avoid thrill, to be polite or to achieve cooperation" (p. 7). As for  negative 

euphemisms, Rawson (1981) stated that they  "deflate and diminish; they are defensive in nature, offsetting 

the power of tabooed terms and otherwise eradicating from the language everything that people prefer not 

to deal with directly" (1981, p. 1). Negative and positive euphemisms differ across cultures, for example terms 

that refer to God and death could be classified as forbidden terms in some cultures, while they could be allowed 

as positive politeness in other cultures. 

The main motive of euphemism, as suggested by Ham (2001) is to have a good relation with others by 

avoiding offence and making smoothly communications when the speaker or writer has to discuss taboos. 

Brown and Levinson (1987) developed “face theory” and they argued that there are two faces: positive face to 

promote other’s self-image, and negative face to act freely without restrictions. Based on this point, we can 

connect the motive of euphemism with “Face Theory”; using euphemism is motivated by saving the positive 

face within human conversations and negotiations. Jordanians, like all Arabs, try to avoid referring to the 

forbidden topics directly and they deliberately use polite words and expressions to talk about such topics, which 

helps to preserve face threatening act for both the sender and the receiver.  

Accordingly, the relationship between each of politeness, euphemism and face, as Crespo (2005) 

assumed, relies on the fact that euphemism is the way to show politeness and that it protects the face of both 

the speaker and the listener or the writer and the reader during the process of communication. Such relation is 

prevalent in the linkage between the three elements from one side and the mere objective of maintaining 

communication and avoiding threatening the addressee’s face on the other. 
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Adopted from Crespo (2005, 85), (The reflexivity between politeness, euphemism and face) 
Figure 1: The reflexivity between politeness, euphemism and face 

It is also worth to mention that euphemism is widely used in the Holy Quran which is the main 

reference book for Arabs and Moslems including Jordanians. Euphemism is remarkably recurrent in many 

passages of Holy Quran. 

 Statement of the Problem 

Jordanian community shares the same set of taboos with the Arab world, such as death, sexual 

expressions and illness. There are many studies that have dealt with the phenomenon of euphemism in the 

Jordanian society. This study sheds light on euphemism in the Jordanian universities society to investigate 

euphemistic strategies used by male and female university students based on Ham’s (2005) and Warren’s (1992) 

devices of euphemism or what Ham called Warren’s last version of euphemistic formation. This study attempts 

to show the role of a taboo topics, gender and social context (formal. informal) in students' selection of a 

certain euphemistic strategy. Use of euphemism in the Jordanian culture focused on euphemistic terms or 

expressions used by Jordanians from different regions; further, this study aims to investigate the euphemistic 

strategies used by students of Jordanian universities according to five forbidden topics: lying, talkativeness, and 

stinginess. 

Research Questions  

The study aims to answer two main questions: 

1. What are the euphemistic strategies used by the students of Jordanian universities to express taboo topics of 

lying, talkativeness, and stinginess? 

2. What is the impact of the taboo topics, gender and social context on the use of euphemistic strategies? 

Study Objectives 

The study aims to achieve two main objectives: First, it aims to analyze the use of euphemistic strategies 

by students of Jordanian universities related to three (there are three) taboo topics that include lying, 

talkativeness, and stinginess. Second, it seeks to investigate the role of the topic, gender and social context on 

the choice of euphemistic strategies by Jordanian university students.  

Significance of the Study  

Euphemism is a universal phenomenon that exists in all cultures and societies. Therefore, the study and 

analysis of euphemism used in certain community help figure out the attitudes and beliefs of euphemism in that 
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community. The significance of the study comes from the fact that euphemistic strategies have not been studied 

before in the Jordanian university context using Ham’s (2005) and Warren’s (1992) devices of euphemism. 

Jordanian universities include many expatriate students coming from different countries of the world; 

thus the findings of this study can help expatriate students understand the euphemistic strategies used by their 

Jordanian colleagues, and know what subjects are considered forbidden by Jordanian Students. 

Furthermore, the studies of euphemism in different languages facilitate intercultural communication 

and international dialogue. 

Limitations 

The study did not rely on real or virtual situations, which reduces the proportion of the results. This study 

uses Discourse Completion Task (DCT) as means for data collection, through which participants have to 

imagine if they had encountered such an incidence by asking themselves “what would you say” with the 

possibility of not experiencing such an incidence before. The study is limited to the euphemistic devices of 

Warren (1992) and Ham (2005), so any term that does not belong to any of these strategies was not included in 

the research. 

Review of Related Literature  

Neaman and Silver (1983) presented thousands of euphemistic expressions in English in progress; they 

tried to record words and popular expressions on a wide range of topics. They deliberately neglected the subject 

of business, medicine, and race, and included, as they suggested, key themes of human language thought (such 

as love, death, and parts of the human bodily, etc.). Euphemistic entries were attached according to their themes 

and they were selected according to historical, linguistic and social influences as well as the frequency of use.  

Enright (1985) asserted that euphemism can be a sign of good taste as well as a sign of verbal confusion; 

he invited sixteen distinguished writers to indulge deeply in the phenomenon of euphemistic expressions and 

the result was a collection of articles that not only contained general reflections on the term and its history, but 

also specific categories such as sex, death, politics, the language of great Christian texts and euphemistic 

expressions used by or with children and military and other issues. The writers helped clarify different aspects 

of the phenomenon through their diverse perspectives and feelings. 

Warren (1992) proposed a model for forming euphemism or what called euphemistic strategies. He 

suggested four main devices for euphemism formation. Each device of euphemism formation has a number of 

sub-categories as described in figure 2.shows.  

His model was based on the idea that a new meaning is always created in language depending on the 

context. Accepting this new word depends on a number of reasons, including having an undesirable meaning 

for the referent; he attributed this situation as a reason for forming euphemistic expressions. 

Warren (1992) concluded that other secondary strategies could be used to form euphemism. This was 

what Ham (2005) did in his study by adding two strategies into Warren's model, which were deletion and 

naming as figure 3 shows.  
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Farghal (1995) investigated the use of euphemistic expressions in the Arabic language according to the 

Politeness Principle (Leech 1983) and the Cooperative Principle's maxims of conversation (Grice 1975). 

His analysis depended on the standard form of Arabic and Colloquial Jordanian Arabic. Farghal (1995) found 

that Arabs use four euphemizing devices: figurative expressions, circumlocutions, remodeling, and antonyms. 

He focused on the relation between the Cooperative Principle (Grice 1975) and the Politeness Principle (Leech 

1983).The study found that forming euphemism in Arabic flout at least one of Grice’s conversational maxims 

either in the level of lexical choices or in the levels of structural and discourse choices. Farghal concluded that 

death-related expressions are much subject to euphemism in the Arabic language, and that the standard Arabic 

is full of euphemistic expressions. What makes this study different from the present study is that Farghal’s study 

data were taken from the standard Arabic and the colloquial Jordanian Arabic in the Northern part of Jordan. 

Whereas the present study depends on only the colloquial Jordanian Arabic spoken by Jordanian university 

students and it aims to investigate euphemistic strategies used by students of Jordanian universities based on 

Ham’s (2005) and Warren’s (1992) models. 

Ham (2005) conducted a diachronic study of euphemism formation to investigate the impact of the social 

mores on the way people form euphemism to talk about sex. The study analyzed all euphemistic expressions 

related to sex in three British novels: Emma, Lady Chatterly’s Lover and Well Groomed. The data were 

analyzed based on Warren’s model of euphemism formation (1992). The study found that there are some 

euphemistic expressions which weren’t related to any device of Warren for euphemism formation, so Ham 

added two subcategories to Warren’s model, which were: Deletion under Phonemic Modification and Naming 

under Semantic Innovation.  

With regard to the Jordanian community, Al-Azzeh (2010) explored Jordanian’s use of euphemistic 

expressions in five taboo topics: Death, sickness, mental illness, cancer and excretory functions. The study 

investigated the role of age, dialect, social class and gender in the use of euphemism. The researcher asked 200 

Jordanian participants to fill out a questionnaire according to their use of euphemism and she found that 

Jordanians' use of euphemism in their daily communication in addition to their use of euphemistic expressions 

are affected by the topic they are talking about. In addition, the study stated that the terms "maqbara" (cemetery) 

and "saratan" (cancer) are clear examples of Jordanians' direct use of tabooed expressions in some cases. This 

study was based on a collection of euphemistic expressions as in the present study. However, the focus of this 

study is on analyzing these terms and categorizing them according to the strategies of euphemism as well as 

asking the university students to write the expression they use in each context; furthermore, the previous study 

was based on a questionnaire full of euphemistic terms through which participants (Jordanians speakers of 

Arabic) were asked to select one of these pre - written expressions. 

Al-Kharabsheh (2011) analyzed 450 death obituaries selected from three Jordanian newspapers: Alra’i, 

Al-Dustour and Al-Ghadd. The study aimed to investigate the process of forming the concept and translation 

of the metaphorical euphemism in Jordanians' death obituaries; it also aimed to shed light on the problems faced 

by translators when translating Arabic metaphorical euphemism terms. The result showed that direct 

expressions had zero frequency in Jordanians' death discourse and that Arabic language utilizes more fatalistic 

language than English through which Arab translators face many challenges.  



Strategies of Euphemism Used by Jordanian University Students 

367 
 

Rababah and Al-Qarni (2012) conducted a comparative study between euphemistic strategies used by 

Saudi speakers of Arabic and British speakers of English. The study aimed to shed light on the strategies of 

euphemism used by British and Saudis in three taboo situations: Death, bodily functions and lying. The study 

was conducted on 300 participants, 150 Saudi college students and 150 British college students.  

The researchers attempted to investigate the similarities and differences between Saudis and British in 

the use of euphemistic strategies and to investigate if they violate taboo terms in their social communication. 

The data were collected by using Discourse Completion Task as well as an open questionnaire that contains six 

situations for three topics, two for each topic. The degree of formality and the relation between addresses were 

measured according to the variables and the participant’s gender. 

The study found that there were some differences between Saudis and British in using strategies; for 

example, in death topics, Saudis use -part for whole -strategy most frequently as ‘‘?dˤama allahu ?jraka – May 

God glorify your reward’’(Rababah and Al-Qarni 2012, 742), whereas the British use deletion to talk about 

death, like the use of (e.g., I have bad news about...),(Rababah and Al-Qarni 2012, 736). The researchers 

attributed this difference to the beliefs of death among the British and the Saudis.  

The role of topic was clear in Saudi euphemistic strategies used in topics on bodily function, where they 

used ‘general-for-specific’ and ‘deletion’ strategies; however, they used the same strategy in topics on death 

and lying namely ‘part-for-whole’ in formal and informal contexts. Unlike Saudis, the use of the euphemistic 

strategy by the British was affected by the topic of death. British participants used deletion and synonym in 

formal and in informal situation respectively. The results also showed that, Saudi and British participants used 

the same ‘understatement’ and ‘general-for-specific’ strategies for bodily function and lying in formal and 

informal contexts.  

Also, all participants shared the same strategies “understatement” and “general –for-specific” for topics 

on lying and bodily function; they also used the same strategy in formal and in informal contexts related to a 

lying taboo topic.  

Gender had no significant effect in using euphemistic strategies according to the findings; euphemism as 

sociolinguistic phenomenon was affected by social and cultural dimensions. Regarded to using tabooed terms, 

the Saudi and the British participants used tabooed terms in both death and lying situations but they did not use 

taboo in talking about bodily functions. 

As a cultural comparative study, Rababah and Al-Qarni (2012) succeeded in clarifying the socio-cultural 

dimension of euphemism, and how the use of this sociolinguistic phenomenon was influenced by the beliefs 

and values of language users. 

Al-Hamad and Salman (2013) cited 23 euphemistic expressions from different surahs of the Holy 

Quran to investigate and analyze the conflict in translating Quranic euphemistic expressions into English. 

Their analysis was based on four Quranic translations: The meanings of the Holy Quran, by Ali; 

Interpretation of the Meanings of the Noble Qur’an by Al-Hilali and Khan; The Glorious Qur'an with 

English Translation by Pickthal; and The Koran Interpreted, by A.J. Arberry. The classification depended 

on substitution and deletion- as a way of lexical euphemism- and the topic that required euphemism. The 
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study found that euphemism is an obvious phenomenon in Holy Quran and that the translation of 

euphemistic expressions into English is challengeable because of the linguistic and cultural variety. 

Al-Khawaldeh (2014) provided an overview of euphemism used by Jordanian speakers of Arabic and 

British speakers of English in Taibahu University, and he aimed to indicate how they used euphemism in four 

main topics: (death, lying, bodily functions, and diseases). Al-Khawaldeh (2014) maintained that there was 

no relation between euphemism and gender and that gender did not affect the use of euphemism. Moreover, 

Al-Khawaldeh (2014) found that British speakers of English have less euphemistic ways to violate taboo topics 

than Jordanians.  

Al-Khawaldeh (2014) concluded that euphemism as a language was affected by both culture and religion. 

The study sample consisted of 40 Jordanian participants and 40 British participants who were all selected form 

the University of Taibahu, which is located in Saudi Arabia that is not the country home of any group. This 

might have affected the accuracy of the results since the study sample was taken from an environment different 

from theirs. 

Mofarrej and Al-Abed Al-Haq (2015) conducted a study on euphemistic death expressions used by 

Jordanians. The study discussed death as a taboo topic in the Jordanian society and the expressions used by 

Jordanians to talk about this topic. The study included three social variables: age, gender and region. The 

research sample was randomly selected from Irbid and Mafraq and it contained 130 males and females at the 

age of 30 and above. The study found that the investigated variables determined the use of euphemism. Mofarrej 

and Al-Abed Al-Haq (2015) confirmed that old participants (above 30) used euphemistic expressions more 

than the younger ones and that males used different euphemistic expressions than females with the suggestion 

that euphemistic expressions related to death could be different from one region to another. 

Al-Adwan (2015) conducted a study to examine euphemistic devices used to subtitle English audiovisual 

into Arabic. The study aimed to show the influence of euphemism as a politeness phenomenon on translating 

offensive terms in the English series” Friends”. 

The researcher examined Williams’ (1975) and Warrens’ (1992) models of euphemistic devices and he 

found that there were many expressions that were not related to any of these devices. As the omission of a word 

for a male bodily organ in translating the following scene: after asking the cake shop to draw their baby’s picture 

with a bunny on his birthday cake, the parents opened the cake box and they got surprised by the baby’s birthday 

cake saying: “oh my God, They put my baby’s face on a penis”; the sentence was translated as” They put my 

baby’s face on ………” without mentioning the forbidden word "penis" in the Arabic translation (Al-Adwan 

2015, 18).  

The researcher added two devices, namely semantic misrepresentation and omission, in order to have a 

fruitful framework to examine euphemism used in translating English discourses into Arabic; furthermore, the 

researcher recommended that this framework could be used to translate from any other language, rather than 

English into Arabic.  

A Pragmatic Study of Euphemism in the Sayings of Prophet Muhammad, Al-Riwisy (2016), aimed to 

investigate euphemism in Prophet Muhammad's sayings. The researcher selected 27 sayings or Hadith from 
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Sahih Al-Bukhari translated by Dr. Muhammad Muhsin Khan in his book ''The Translation of Saħiħ al-

Bukhari''. The selected Sayings were classified as taboo topics that Prophet Muhammad euphemized such as 

death and sexuality. The data were analyzed in light of Speech Act Theory, Politeness Principle and Context 

Theory. The study found that Prophet Muhammad mentioned many taboo topics in his saying in a euphemistic 

indirect polite way. His saying (PBUH) are meaningful polite and pragmatically functioned. The meanings of 

the euphemistic expressions He used were different according to the taboo topics He mentioned; for example, 

euphemism in sexual topics expressed politeness and avoided taboos that in sickness topic, euphemism showed 

an optimistic view and thus avoided directness.  

Albalawneh (2018) investigated the role of euphemism to avert offensive and rude terms in kid’s cartoon 

programs. The study depended on classifying and analyzing English and Arabic version of Detective Conan 

and The Fairly Odd Parents cartoons based on denominations like swear words and amorous, then 

comparing between the two versions of Detective Conan and The Fairly Odd Parents cartoons according 

to the translation strategies in order to come up with the most appropriate translation from English to Arabic. 

The data consisted of 16 examples from The Fairly Odd Parents and 17 examples from Detective Conan 

on swearwords, cultural references, food and drinks, and flirty words to examine euphemism; the researcher 

analyzed the literal meaning, translation strategies and the equivalences of these examples, in order to 

investigate translation strategies used by Arab translators. The study found that euphemism is used by Arab 

translators as a way to avoid mentioning taboo words and meanings. The results also indicated that the 

importance of using euphemism came from the fact that the target audience of translation was mainly the 

children. The presence of children as a target audience made the translator more careful about his words, 

where he must be clear and relevant to the children's thinking and not contrary to the moral system prevalent 

in their culture as Arab children. Each one of these programs had a subject that was forbidden to be softened 

that Detective Conan, for example, was full of swearwords and The Fairly Odd Parents had romantic 

references 

To conclude, the previous mentioned studies revealed that euphemism was studied in many fields. 

However, most studies aimed to investigate the frequency of using euphemistic expressions in social contexts, 

or analyzing the use of euphemism in written discourse as Al-Riwisy (2016) who investigated euphemism in 

prophet Muhammad sayings in light of the Speech Act Theory, Politeness Principle and Context Theory. Some 

studies were conducted to investigate the use of euphemistic strategies, and they were comparative ones 

that aimed to find the cultural differences in this social phenomenon as Rababah and Al-Qarni (2012). The 

present study sheds light on the euphemistic strategies used by Jordanian male and female university students 

based on Ham’s (2005) and Warren’s (1992) devices of euphemism or what Ham called Warren’s last version 

of euphemistic formation. Many studies were conducted to investigate the use of euphemism in the Jordanian 

community but these studies were not targeted at the Jordanian universities community; they were also limited 

to the level of euphemistic words and expressions, with the exception of some studies that aimed to investigate 

the use of euphemistic strategies by Jordanians as Al-Khawaldeh (2014), which examined Jordanian students 

at Taibahu University, Saudi Arabia. Since most of previous studies of euphemism in the Jordanian community 

were based on the level of expressions, the present study aims to investigate the euphemistic strategies used by 
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students of Jordanian universities in Jordan as well as examine the role of context distance and degree of 

formality on the Jordanians' euphemistic strategies. 

Methods and Procedures 

Population and Sample 

The sample of the study was made up of English language students in Jordanian universities; it consisted 

of 200 male and female had been chosen randomly, aged between 19-22 years from four universities in Jordan: 

Jerash Private University, Irbid National University, University of Jordan, and Yarmouk University).  

Method of Data Collection  

To collect data, the researcher adopted the Discourse Completion Task (DCT) as a method of data 

collection; it was based on (Rababah and Al-Qarni 2012) DCT.  

The task was divided into two sections. The first section asked for participants’ demographic information. 

The second section included 6 situations representing three taboo topics: lying, talkativeness, and stinginess. 

The participants were asked to write their responses to each situation; they were given two situations about each 

taboo topic: one formal and one informal to determine the impact of the social situation on the euphemistic 

strategy used taking into account the relationship between the sender and the addressee.  

Table 1: The distribution of items according to the degree of formality, setting and the relationship between 

speakers. 

Formality  Item no.  
Status or distance between the respondent and 

the proposed speakers 

Informal  1A   Friend 

Formal  1B   Boss 

Informal  2A   Friend 

Formal  2B  Stranger 

Informal  3A  Friend 

Formal  3B   Familiar person and some strangers 

The selection of these three topics was based on Abrantes (2005) classification of taboo topics; Abrantes 

(2005) classified taboo topics into three categories: Shame-based topics, Fear based topics and Politeness based 

topics.  

To verify the validity of the material, the questionnaire was presented to four faculty members in the 

Department of English Language and Literature at the University of Jordan; the observations have been taken 

into account to adopt the final version of the DCT. 

The questionnaires were distributed to 200 students attending four Jordanian universities. The participants 

were not obliged to fill out the questionnaires and they were told that their responses did not   carry any enquiries 

or responsibilities. 

Data Analysis  

After collecting the data, responses were classified into the 19 strategies of euphemism according to 

Warren (1992) and Ham (2005). The classification depended on the definitions of the strategies mentioned in 

the introduction. Euphemistic expression used under each topic was identified after being classified according 
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to predetermined strategies. Data was statistically analyzed through using the Statistical Package for Social 

Sciences (SPSS) and Chi-square test to find any significant difference among the groups and due to the 

study variables. 

The results were presented in tables to figure out the frequencies and percentages of euphemistic strategies 

used by the students of Jordanian universities, and indented impact of gender, topic and social context on the 

selection of euphemistic strategies. 

The findings were presented and discussed based on the examples collected from the participants. 

Findings and Discussion 

1. What are the euphemistic strategies used by the students of Jordanian universities to express taboo topics? 

Table 2: Distribution of the Most Prominent Strategies used by Students of Jordanian Universities 

Strategy F P% 

Onomatopoeia 5 0.3 

Rhyming slang 13 0.7 

Phonemic replacement 5 0.3 

Loan words 96 5.1 

Particularization 18 1.0 

Implication 158 8.4 

Metaphor 70 3.7 

Metonym 154 8.1 

Reversal 19 1.0 

Understatement 1015 53.7 
Overstatement 126 6.7 

Deletion 207 10.9 

Naming 5 0.3 

Total 1891 100.0 

Table (2) shows that the most prominent strategies used by the students of the Jordanian universities 

are understatement 53.7% followed by deletion 10.9%, implication 8.4%, metonym 8.1%, overstatement 

6.7%, loan words 5.1%, and metaphor 3.7%. However, the least used strategies were: Reversal 1%, 

Rhyming slang 0.7%, as well as Onomatopoeia, Phonemic replacement, and Naming, each of which had 

0.3%.Some sample responses from the Jordanian students are provided in the following examples: 

The understatement strategy was clear in “behkee ktheer” to describe a talkative person, and 

stinginess was also present in “mesh kareem”. Onomatopoeia, one of the least commonly used strategies, 

was used to describe the sounds of talking when referring to a talkative person as liqlaaq. This result is 

consistent with (Al-Azzeh 2010) on the fact that Jordanians regardless of their geographical origin and ages 

consider euphemism a sociolinguistic phenomenon and they successfully apply it in their daily 

communications.  

1. What is the impact of the topic, social context, and gender on using euphemistic strategies? 

The second question is divided into three parts: the effect of the topic on using euphemistic strategies, 

the role of the social context on using euphemistic strategies and the influences of gender on the euphemistic 

usage. Tables 2 to 5 answered the first and second parts of the question as discussed below.  
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- Strategies Used by University Students in Formal and Informal Contexts on Lying Topics  

Table 3: Distribution of Strategies Used by University Students in Formal and Informal Contexts on Lying 
Topics 

Informal contexts Formal contexts 

O Strategy F % O Strategy F % 

1 

Phonemic replacement 2 1.0 

1 

Phonemic replacement 1 0.5 

Loan words 1 0.5 Loan words 1 0.5 

Particularization 2 1.0 Implication 5 2.5 

Implication 19 9.5 Reversal 4 2.0 

Reversal 1 0.5 Understatement 83 41.5 

Understatement 62 31.0 Deletion 1 0.5 

2 

Implication 4 2.0 

2 

Implication 1 0.5 

Metaphor 1 0.5 Reversal 2 1.0 

Reversal 2 1.0 Understatement 46 23.0 

Understatement 49 24.5  Implication 1 0.5 

Naming 1 0.5  Metaphor 1 0.5 

3 

Overstatement 2 1.0 
3 

Reversal 1 0.5 

Phonemic replacement 1 0.5 Understatement 22 11.0 

Implication 7 3.5 - - - - 

Reversal 8 4.0 - - - - 

Understatement 23 11.5 - - - - 

Table (3) shows the following:  

In formal contexts on lying, understatement was the most used strategy by the students of Jordanian 

universities in each option such as the use of “mesh sah” to tell a person in an official interview that he is 

lying. In both cases of formal contexts, participants tended to be indirect in mentioning the word “lie”, thus 

Jordanians university students tended to reduce the severity of lying when they mentioned it. 

In informal contexts on lying, understatement was the most used strategy by the students of Jordanian 

universities such as telling a friend that he or she is lying by using “mesh sadeq”. Table 3 showed that in 

both formal and informal contexts, understatement was the most frequently used strategy; for example, 

“mish saheh, mish saah”. 

Implication and reversal are also frequent strategies in informal contexts, such as ghaima, sama, 

which are used by someone to indicate the greatness of his or her lie that it covered the sun and made the 

sky cloudy. As for the strategy of reversal, it was clear in la sadeq with a change in voice tone that expresses 

doubt and lack of believing. 

 Table 3 shows that in both formal and informal contexts, understatement is the most frequently used 

strategy; for example, “miŝ saheh, miŝ saah.”. Implication and reversal are also frequent strategies in 

informal contexts, such as "γaī - īamat is-sama" which is used by someone to indicate the greatness of his 

or her lie that it covered the sun and made the sky cloudy. As for the strategy of reversal, it shown in “la 

sadeq” with a change in voice tone that expresses doubt and lack of believing. Table 3 shows that lying in 

formal context did not have any use of overstatement strategy compared to the informal contexts. Such 

findings are consistent with Ayot’s (1993) strategies of passing a lie off through the participants’ use of 
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expressions to reduce the impact of lies, as “3anjad.” However, the results are inconsistent with Ayto (1993) 

in other cases, for example, using overstatement in informal contexts where Jordanian university students 

used expressions, such as ؟" ariyyt "or "blā ؟arit"to describe a person who tells a lie according to the 

Jordanian society. 

- Strategies used by University Students in Formal and Informal Contexts on Talkativeness Topics  

Table 4: Distribution of Strategies Used by University Students in Formal and Informal Contexts on 

Talkativeness Topics 

Informal contexts Formal contexts 

O Strategy F % O Strategy F % 

1 

Onomatopoeia 3 1.5 

1 

Onomatopoeia 1 0.5 

Rhyming slang 1 0.5 Implication 5 2.5 
Phonemic replacement 1 0.5 Metaphor 3 1.5 
Loan words 1 0.5 Metonymy 1 0.5 

Particularization 1 0.5 Understatement 114 57.0 

Implication 9 4.5 2  Onomatopoeia 1 0.5 

Metaphor 6 3.0   Rhyming slang 1 0.5 

Understatement 126 63.0   Implication 4 2.0 
Overstatement 2 1.0   Metaphor 2 1.0 

2 

Rhyming slang 6 3.0   Understatement 41 20.5 

Implication 6 3.0 

3 

Implication 2 1.0 

Metaphor 3 1.5 Metaphor 1 0.5 

Understatement 36 18.0 Understatement 12 6.0 

Overstatement 3 1.5 - - - - 

3 

Rhyming slang 1 0.5 - - - - 

Implication 3 1.5 - - - - 

Metaphor 9 4.5 - - - - 

Understatement 18 9.0 - - - - 

Overstatement 1 0.5 - - - - 
 
Table (4) shows the following:  

The finding indicates that the students of Jordanian universities tended to reduce the severity of 

expressions indicating talkativeness through using behki kθīr. One of euphemism functions is protecting 

the face of both the sender and the recipient. Personal criticisms and comments on the faults of others are 

considered forbidden topics that affect the addressees. People use euphemism to soften and understate taboo 

topics. 

As for the formal and informal contexts on talkativeness, Table 5 showed that in all options, 

understatement was the most used strategy by students of Jordanian universities, such as “kaθīr al- kalām”. 

Metaphor was also used in informal contexts by university students, such as using “radio” to describe the 

talkative person since both of them keep talking all the time. 

One of the benefits of using euphemism is protecting the face of speaker and his or her addressees. 

Statistical results in Table 5 indicated that students of Jordanian universities tended to avoid hurting their 

addressees. 
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- Strategies Used by University Students in Formal and Informal Contexts on Stinginess Topics 

Table 5: Distribution of Strategies Used by University Students in Formal and Informal Contexts on 

Stinginess Topics 

Informal contexts Formal contexts 

O Strategy F % O Strategy F % 

1 

Particularization 5 2.5 

1 

Loan words 1 0.5 

Implication 23 11.5 Particularization 3 1.5 

Metaphor 15 7.5 Implication 15 7.5 

Understatement 51 25.5 Metaphor 3 1.5 

Overstatement 7 3.5 Metonymy 1 0.5 

Deletion 2 1.0 Understatement 51 25.5 

Naming 1 0.5 Overstatement 15 7.5 

2 

Rhyming slang 1 0.5 

2 

Particularization 1 0.5 

Particularization 4 2.0 Implication 4 2.0 

Implication 12 6.0 Metaphor 2 1.0 

Metaphor 6 3.0 Understatement 21 10.5 

Understatement 24 12.0 Overstatement 2 1.0 

Overstatement 1 0.5   Loan words 1 0.5 

3 

Particularization 1 0.5   Implication 3 1.5 

Implication 3 1.5   Metonymy 1 0.5 

Metaphor 3 1.5 3  Understatement 7 3.5 

Understatement 13 6.5   Overstatement 2 1.0 

Deletion 1 0.5   Naming 1 0.5 

Naming 1 0.5 - - - - 

 
Table (5) shows the following:  

In formal contexts on lying stinginess, understatement was the most used strategy by the students of 

Jordanian universities in each option, such as suing ”iqtisadi” and “mesh kθeer basrif.” 

The result shows that Jordanian students tended to be polite and avoided sharpness while describing 

someone as stingy, so they tended to soften and underestimate the word “stingy” by an euphemistic 

expression. Stinginess is considered a bad practice in all Arab countries, such as Jordan. The students used 

understatement to express such a bad habit in both formal and informal contexts. Table 5 showed that 

Jordanian participants used this strategy 51 times by 25.5 percent in both formal and informal contexts. 

The degree of formality doesn’t affect Jordanian students’ choice of understatement to describe a 

stingy person. 

The results in Tables 2-5 on the impact of topic and social context on the use of euphemistic strategies 

by the students reveal that different topics lead to use different strategies of euphemism. Jordanian students 

as all human being tend to be polite while mentioning taboo topic.  

The findings indicated that Jordanian participants euphemized taboo topics by using understatement 

for topics on lying, stinginess and talkativeness.  

Based on these findings, taboo topics can be divided, according to the student’s method of 

euphemistic formation into two parts: taboo topics that are understated, and the other which is generally 

referred to as bodily function topic. 
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The results showed that there are similarities in euphemistic strategies used in topics on lying and 

talkativeness in both types of contexts. Regarding the effect of taboo topic, the results showed that the social 

context did not have a major role in the use of euphemistic strategies; this is not consistent with Greene 

(2000) due to the fact that the speaker tends to use less offensive terms in formal contexts than in informal 

ones. 

Table 6 presented the answer of the third part of the second question on the impact of social contexts 

on using euphemism. 

 Only one topic showed that gender differences in the use of euphemism; it is stinginess. Males and 

females tended to use understatement strategy to euphemize this topic; females used the same strategy more 

than males. Thus, the differences in this topic were related to the number of times each gender used 

euphemistic strategies.  

Table 6: Results of (Ch2) for Differences in Strategies Used by University Students in Formal and Informal 
Contexts on (Lying, Talkativeness, and Stinginess) According to Gender  

Topic Type Strategy 
Frequency 

Ch2 Sig 
Male Female 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Lying 
 

 

 

 

Informal 

Overstatement 1 1 

12.559 0.128 

Phonemic replacement 1 2 

Loan words 0 1 

Particularization 0 2 

Implication 4 26 

Metaphor 1 0 

Reversal 3 8 

Understatement 23 111 

Naming 1 0 

Total 34 151 

Formal 

Phonemic replacement 0 1 

4.370 0.627 

Loan words 0 1 

Implication 3 4 

Metaphor 0 1 

Reversal 1 6 

Understatement 24 127 

Deletion 0 1 

Total 28 141 

 

 

 

Talkativeness  

Informal 

Onomatopoeia 0 3 

10.739 0.217 

Rhyming slang 1 7 

Phonemic replacement 0 1 

Loan words 0 1 

Particularization 1 0 

Implication 1 17 

Metaphor 5 13 

Understatement 30 150 

Overstatement 0 6 

Total 38 198 

Formal 

Onomatopoeia 0 1 

5.537 0.354 

Rhyming slang 0 1 

Implication 3 4 

Metaphor 0 1 

Metonym 1 6 

Understatement 24 127 

Total 28 141 
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Topic Type Strategy 
Frequency 

Ch2 Sig 
Male Female 

Stinginess  

Informal 

Rhyming slang 0 1 

16.779 0.019 

Particularization 6 4 

Implication 4 34 

Metaphor 6 18 

Understatement 13 75 

Overstatement 1 7 

Deletion 0 3 

Naming 0 2 

Total 30 144 

Formal 

Loan words 1 1 

15.777 0.027 

Particularization 1 3 

Implication 2 20 

Metaphor 3 2 

Metonymy 1 1 

Understatement 8 71 

Overstatement 2 17 

Naming 0 1 

Total 18 116 

 

Table 6 also showed that the total number of euphemistic strategies used in topics on the bodily 

function is the highest in formal and informal contexts. This agrees with Farghal (1993) who concluded 

that the bodily function or what called excretory function is the most euphemized subject in the Arabic-

Jordanian language, more than death and other forbidden topics. 

This finding is consistent with Holmes(1993),who claims that women are more influenced by 

sociocultural values than men; she stated that women interaction tend to be more effective than men’s which 

might be attributed to women awareness of showing solidarity and intimacy in their interactions  

Conclusion and Recommendations 

Based on the findings, the study found that the politeness concept seems to be clear for the students of 

Jordanian universities; they tended to use euphemism in their talk about taboo topics in order to save their 

own face and other’s positive face.  

The understatement strategy was the most frequently used by the students of Jordanian universities. They 

tended to understate taboo topics when referring to lying, talkativeness, and stinginess. For example, they used 

“meŝsadeq” (not true) instead of “kaðab” (liar), and “mabesref” (doesn’t spend too much) instead of 

“baxīl”(stingy), in order to alleviate the sharpness of those bad qualities. 

The topic does not have major effects on the students’ use of euphemism; all target topic. According to 

the role of gender, it is found that gender does not have significance role in the euphemistic usage among the 

students of Jordanian universities; all students reduced the severity of the defects in topics related to stinginess, 

talkativeness, and lying. 

The only difference in using euphemism between males and females lies in topics on the stinginess where 

the females used more euphemistic expressions than the males.  
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The last variable; the degree of the formality of a social context (formal and informal), as the results 

showed, does not play an influential role regarding topics on, stinginess and talkativeness; the students adopted 

understatement in both formal and informal situations related to those three topics. It is found that lying was 

affected by the social situation.  

Based on the findings, euphemism strategies are used to reduce the severity of the taboo topics and to 

avoid the threatening of speakers and addressees positive face. Also cultural and religious speakers 

background affect the use of euphemism cross cultures. Euphemism could be classified as a good field 

to be studied to understand the cultural background and social norms for a certain language. It is a 

must to study euphemism when studying a language, in order to understand the cultural aspect and 

background of that language. Researchers are now interested in learning and teaching foreign languages 

and they would benefit from referring to euphemism as a phenomenon that reflects the cultural beliefs of 

different language speakers. 
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 ةاألردنّي اتالجامع طالب المستخدمة عند التلطف استراتيجيات

 فواز العبد الحق

 قسم اللغة اإلنجليزية، جامعة اليرموك، األردن

 منال الصمادي

 قسم اللغة اإلنجليزية، الجامعة األردنّية، األردن

 الملخص

 اتالموضوعتأثير كل من  تدرسة. كما طالب الجامعات األردنّي لدى استراتيجيات التلطف هذه الدراسة في استخدام تبحث

 200على ُوزَِّعْت و ةاستبان ُطوَِّرْت استخدام التلطف. ولتحقيق هذا الهدف،  فيومتغير الجنس، والسياق االجتماعي  ةمالمحّر

جامعة إربد ، وجرشجامعة التالية: من الجامعات ائيًا من كل جامعة طالبًا وطالبة( عشو 50) ُاختيَرة. طالب في أربع جامعات أردنّي

 األردنّية، إذوجامعة اليرموك. أظهرت نتائج الدراسة أن مفهوم التأدب يبدو واضًحا لطالب الجامعات  ،ةالجامعة األردنّي، والوطنية

 لمن يتحدثون معه.ويجابي لهم إلة الوجه اجل حمايأفي إبراز الموضوعات المحظورة، من  ةملطف تعابيريميلون إلى استخدام 

ليس  ةمالمحّر اتالموضوعوأن  ،ةطالب الجامعات األردنّي عندهي األكثر استخداًما  "االختزال"وأظهرت النتائج أن استراتيجية 

استراتيجيات التلطف  فيثر واضح أأن متغير الجنس ليس له ر ظهو له تأثير كبير في استخدام الطالب األردنيين للتعبير الملطف.

تعبير للالطالب الجامعيين األردنيين  في استخداميؤثر  )رسمي وغير رسمي(أن السياق االجتماعي ائجكما تظهر النت ة،المستخدم

 ملطف في بعض الموضوعات المحظورة.ال

  .، الطالب األردنيونالتأدب، المحرمات، استراتيجيات التلطف: الكلمات المفتاحية
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