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Abstract. Euphemisms constitute a central pragmatic resource in Spanish
communicative interaction, allowing speakers to modulate the face-threatening potential of
messages related to taboo, delicate or socially sensitive topics. This work examines the
main pragmatic functions that euphemistic expressions perform in everyday Spanish
discourse: mitigation of negative face threats, preservation of positive face, expression of
(im)politeness, emotional self-protection, interpersonal solidarity building, and indirect
negotiation of power relations. Special attention is paid to the domains most frequently
euphemized in Spanish-speaking cultures (death, illness, aging, bodily functions, sexuality,
economic hardship and professional failure). The analysis shows that Spanish euphemistic
strategies tend to combine high degrees of indirectness with frequent recourse to positive
religious framing, affectionate diminutives, understatement, and expressions of collective
empathy. These features reflect a linguocultural tendency towards high-context
communication, emotional containment and the prioritization of relational harmony, even
at the cost of precision and explicitness.
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Introduction. Every language develops strategies to speak about what is socially
difficult, painful or interdicted. In Spanish, euphemism represents one of the most
productive and culturally revealing of these strategies. Beyond being a mere lexical
substitution, the use of euphemistic expressions constitutes a complex pragmatic act
through which speakers simultaneously manage interpersonal relations, emotional states,
social norms and power asymmetries.

This work analyzes the principal pragmatic functions that euphemisms fulfill in
contemporary Spanish communicative interaction, understanding euphemism as any
linguistic form that intentionally avoids or softens a direct, literal or socially dispreferred
reference in order to achieve specific relational and emotional effects.

Main Pragmatic Functions of Euphemisms in Spanish
Mitigation of Face Threats (Negative Face)

The most classical and frequent function of euphemism in Spanish is to reduce threats to

the hearer’s negative face — that is, the desire to maintain freedom of action and freedom

from imposition. When communicating bad news, criticism, rejection or painful re&\/
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speakers systematically resort to euphemism to diminish the degree of imposition and the
emotional weight of the message. Typical examples include:
« Estd un poco delicado / delicadito instead of esta grave
« No anda muy bien de dinero instead of esta arruinado / en la ruina
« Hemos tenido que prescindir de sus servicios instead of lo hemos despedido
« Se nos ha ido / nos ha dejado instead of ha muerto
In all these cases the euphemism functions as a pragmatic cushion that reduces the
directness and aggressiveness of the propositional content.
Preservation and Enhancement of Positive Face
Spanish euphemisms frequently go beyond mere mitigation and actively work to
preserve or even enhance the positive face of the interlocutor (the desire to be appreciated
and approved of). This is especially noticeable in expressions that frame painful situations
in a dignified, heroic or tender light:
« Ha luchado valientemente contra la enfermedad
« Es una persona de edad muy respetable / de la tercera juventud
« Tuvo que marcharse antes de tiempo (referring to early retirement or dismissal)
These formulations seek to maintain the social image of the affected person, presenting
them as active subjects, worthy of admiration or affection rather than as victims of
circumstances.
Expression of Politeness and Deference
In Spanish-speaking cultures, euphemism constitutes one of the principal mechanisms of
positive and negative politeness. The systematic avoidance of blunt terms (especially in
relation to death, illness, physical defects or economic difficulties) is perceived as a mark of
good manners, education and consideration toward others. Expressions such as:
« Se puso un poco indispuesto
« Esta atravesando un momento econdmico complicado
« No estd pasando por su mejor momento fisico function as conventional markers
of deference and social tact.
Emotional Self-protection of the Speaker
Euphemism also serves as an emotional shield for the speaker. Talking about painful
realities in softened terms allows the person who speaks to maintain a greater emotional
distance from the event and to protect their own psychological balance. This self-protective
function is especially visible in situations of personal loss: many speakers find it easier to
say se nos ha ido or descansa en paz than to utter the verb morir directly when referring to a
very close person.
Construction of Solidarity and Empathy
In numerous communicative contexts euphemism operates as an inclusive strategy that
creates complicity and emotional closeness between interlocutors. The shared use of
conventional euphemistic formulas (particularly around death and serious illness) functions
as a cultural code of mutual understanding and solidarity in suffering. Expressions I|k \\‘
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e Ya sabes cOmo son estas cosas...
e A todos nos llegara su momento...
o Pobrecito/a, lo que ha tenido que pasar... establish an atmosphere of shared
humanity and emotional co-participation.
Indirect Exercise and Negotiation of Power

Euphemistic language is also employed strategically to modulate power relations
without open confrontation. Institutional, professional and bureaucratic discourse especially
abounds in euphemisms that soften asymmetries and mask unpleasant decisions:

« Reajuste de plantilla

« Medidas de contencion del gasto

« Proceso de reestructuracion

« Finalizacion de la relacion contractual

In these cases euphemism serves to veil responsibility, depersonalize painful actions and
maintain an appearance of neutrality or inevitability.

Cultural Specificity of Euphemistic Behavior in Spanish

Compared with many other European languages, Spanish communicative interaction
shows a particularly intense and conventionalized use of euphemism in the domains of
death, aging, illness and economic precariousness. This intensity is related to several
sociocultural factors:

« a high-context communicative style

« strong cultural value placed on emotional containment and verbal courtesy
« persistence of consolatory religious framings

« marked collective orientation in the management of suffering

The frequent combination of euphemism with affectionate diminutives (pobrecito, su
hijito, su madrecita), understatement (no estd muy catélico, regularcito) and expressions of
shared suffering constitutes a distinctive pragmatic signature of many Spanish-speaking
varieties.

Conclusion. Euphemisms in Spanish are far more than linguistic avoidance mechanisms;
they constitute sophisticated pragmatic instruments that allow speakers to navigate the most
sensitive areas of human experience while protecting interpersonal relations and emotional
balance. Through the multiple functions analyzed — mitigation of face threats, preservation
of positive image, expression of politeness, emotional self-protection, construction of
solidarity and strategic management of power — euphemistic language reveals itself as one
of the clearest reflections of the sociocultural priorities of Spanish-speaking communities:
relational harmony, emotional containment, verbal courtesy and a marked preference for
indirectness.

This pragmatic profile, deeply rooted in a high-context communicative tradition and
reinforced by historical and religious influences, explains why euphemism occupies such a
prominent place in everyday interaction in Spanish. Far from being a sign of weakness or
lack of clarity, the intensive and creative use of euphemisms demonstrates a refined cKL\a /
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competence in managing the inevitable tensions between what must be said and how it can
be said without causing unnecessary suffering or rupture.

The systematic study of euphemistic pragmatics therefore not only contributes to a better
understanding of Spanish as a language, but also offers valuable keys to grasp the deep
values, sensibilities and relational priorities that characterize the linguocultural worldview
of Spanish-speaking societies.
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