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Euphemisms

Euphemisms are mild or indirect expressions that are used in place of more 
unpleasant or offensive ones.

passed away instead of died

armed conflict instead of war

dismissed instead of fired

John was dismissed from his job.
euphemistic

The teacher dismissed the class.
literal



Related Work
Politeness

Euphemisms are related to the language of politeness and politeness has been a 
central concern in pragmatic theory. (Grice, 1975; Leech, 1983; Lakoff, 1979; Brown 
et. al 1987).

Danescu-Niculescu-Mizil et al., 
2013

Politeness and social power

Rababah, 2014

Translatability of euphemisms

Chavez and Gerosa, 2021;
Morrisey and Kirakowski 2013, 
Jain et al., 2018; Tallyn et., al, 

2018;
Toxtili et al., 2018

Chatbots and politeness



Related Work cont.
Computational Approaches

There is not much computational work on recognizing and interpreting 
euphemisms.

Felt and Riloff, 2020

X-phemisms and Sentiment Analysis

Magu Luo, 2018; Zhu et al., 2021;
Zhu and Bhat, 2021 

Euphemisms as code words
Zhu- BERT

Kapron-King and Xu, 2021

Gender study; Source of euphemisms



Corpus Creation



PETs Dataset



Sensitive/Taboo Topics



GloWbE
● 1.9 billion words of text
● 20 different English speaking 

countries
● Optimal source since euphemisms are 

cultural and geographical
● We use a portion of the US Dialect of 

EnglishThe Corpus of Global 
Web-based English
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Corpus Details



Euphemistic and Literal Usages of PETs



Experiments



Experiment 1: 
roBERTa

● We hypothesize that 
replacing PETs with their 
literal meanings should 
produce a shift in 
sentiment and 
offensiveness, since the 
usage of euphemisms 
makes our speech less 
emotionally charged. 

● roBERTa base model (Liu 
et al., 2019; Barbieri et al., 
2020)



Experiment 2- Annotation Task



Inter-rater Agreement

● Observed Agreement
● Krippendorf’s alpha

1.00 - perfect reliability

0.00 - absence of reliability



Disagreement Examples
Varying Interpretations



Disagreement Examples
Commonly Accepted Terms (CATs)
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Our corpus and dataset can be found at 
https://github.com/marsgav/euphemism_project
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