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ABSTRACT

This article explores the phenomenon of euphemism inflation in contemporary political
discourse. Traditionally, euphemisms have been viewed as linguistic tools used to ensure
politeness and ethical communication by softening socially sensitive or controversial issues.
However, in modern political discourse, euphemisms are increasingly used in excessive and
repetitive ways, leading to a gradual dilution of meaning. The study adopts a qualitative,
discourse-oriented approach and is based on general materials of contemporary political
discourse. Through discourse analysis, critical discourse analysis, and linguopragmatic
interpretation, the article examines how euphemism inflation affects semantic clarity, political
accountability, and audience perception. The findings reveal that euphemism inflation
contributes to semantic erosion, indirect management of responsibility, and normalization of
controversial political actions. While euphemistic language initially aims to maintain ethical
balance and reduce confrontation, its excessive use may result in ambiguity, reduced
transparency, and growing public scepticism. The article argues that euphemism inflation
should be treated as an independent analytical category within political discourse studies and
highlights its significance for understanding modern political communication.

Keywords: euphemism inflation, political discourse, euphemism, discourse analysis, political
language, semantic dilution, ideological framing.

INTRODUCTION

In contemporary political discourse, euphemisms have become one of the most frequently
used linguistic tools for addressing sensitive, controversial, or socially uncomfortable issues.
Traditionally, euphemisms functioned as a means of politeness and ethical mitigation, allowing
speakers to avoid direct offence and maintain social harmony. However, in modern political
communication, the use of euphemisms has expanded significantly, both in scope and
frequency. This expansion has given rise to what many scholars describe as the phenomenon
of “euphemism inflation.” Euphemism inflation refers to the excessive and repetitive
replacement of direct terms with increasingly softened or indirect expressions, often resulting
in semantic dilution and reduced communicative transparency. In political discourse, this
process is particularly visible in references to war, economic crises, social inequality, migration,
and policy failures. As euphemistic expressions multiply, their original mitigating function
weakens, and they begin to obscure rather than clarify political reality.

The growing reliance on euphemisms in political language is closely connected with changes
in media communication, public sensitivity, and the demand for politically acceptable discourse.
Political actors are under constant pressure to appear ethical, responsible, and non-
confrontational. As a result, direct naming of problems is frequently avoided, and complex
realities are framed through layers of euphemistic language. While such practices may initially
serve ethical purposes, their overuse raises questions about manipulation, accountability, and
the erosion of meaning. From a discursive perspective, euphemism inflation represents a shift
from moderation to saturation. When euphemisms become the default mode of expression,
they lose their pragmatic effectiveness and may generate ambiguity, distrust, or public
scepticism. This phenomenon challenges the traditional understanding of euphemisms as
purely polite or ethical devices and requires a reassessment of their role in modern political
communication.
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Despite the growing relevance of euphemism inflation, the phenomenon has not been
sufficiently systematised as an independent object of analysis within political linguistics. Most
studies focus on euphemisms as isolated lexical items, rather than examining their cumulative
and inflationary effect within discourse. Therefore, the present study aims to explore
euphemism inflation as a discursive phenomenon, identifying its key characteristics and
communicative consequences in contemporary political discourse.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Euphemisms have traditionally been understood as linguistic devices used to soften potentially
offensive or socially sensitive expressions. Early and foundational studies describe
euphemisms primarily as tools of politeness and ethical communication. In this regard,
Euphemism and Dysphemism: Language Used as Shield and Weapon remains one of the
most influential works. Allan and Burridge argue that euphemisms function as a protective
mechanism, allowing speakers to avoid direct confrontation with taboo or uncomfortable
realities. However, they also note that excessive euphemistic replacement can weaken
meaning and reduce communicative clarity (Allan & Burridge, 1991, pp. 21-24). This
observation provides an early theoretical basis for what later studies conceptualize as
euphemism inflation.

The ethical motivation behind euphemistic language is closely linked to politeness theory. In
Politeness: Some Universals in Language Usage, euphemistic and indirect expressions are
explained as face-saving strategies aimed at minimizing social friction. While Brown and
Levinson do not explicitly discuss euphemism inflation, their framework helps explain why
political actors increasingly rely on mitigation and indirectness, especially in public discourse
where face-threatening acts are highly visible (Brown & Levinson, 1987, pp. 61-65). In political
discourse studies, euphemisms are increasingly viewed not only as ethical devices but also as
ideological tools. Analysing Political Discourse: Theory and Practice demonstrates that political
language systematically reframes reality in order to maintain legitimacy and public consent.
Chilton observes that repeated use of softened terminology may normalize controversial
actions, gradually distancing language from material reality (Chilton, 2004, pp. 46-50). This
process directly contributes to euphemism inflation, where layers of euphemistic reformulation
accumulate over time.

A more explicit discussion of inflationary tendencies in political language appears in Political
Discourse Analysis and later in Discourse and Power. Van Dijk explains that political elites
strategically control discourse by repeatedly redefining problematic issues through neutralized
or technical language. According to him, such repetition leads to semantic erosion, where
terms lose their descriptive force and become ideological placeholders (van Dijk, 2008, pp. 17—
21). This erosion is a key characteristic of euphemism inflation in contemporary political
discourse.

The role of media and public communication in accelerating euphemism inflation is
emphasized in Language in the News: Discourse and Ideology in the Press. Fowler argues
that political and media discourse mutually reinforce euphemistic naming practices, especially
when repeated across institutional contexts. Over time, euphemisms become
conventionalized, no longer functioning as polite alternatives but as default labels that obscure
accountability (Fowler, 1991, pp. 67—72). More recent studies approach euphemism inflation
from a critical and cognitive perspective. In Political Metaphor Analysis, Musolff highlights how
repeated indirect naming strategies, including euphemisms and metaphors, reshape public
understanding of political events. He notes that when euphemistic frames are overused,
audiences may either internalize distorted representations or develop scepticism toward
political language (Musolff, 2016, pp. 9-12).

Similarly, Proximization: The Pragmatics of Symbolic Distance shows that contemporary
political discourse increasingly relies on layered mitigation strategies to manage public
perception of threats and responsibility. Cap argues that continuous softening and reframing
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create a cumulative effect in which language drifts away from concrete reference, a process
closely aligned with euphemism inflation (Cap, 2013, pp. 54-57).

Taken together, these studies indicate a clear shift in the function of euphemisms within
political discourse. While early research emphasized their ethical and polite nature,
contemporary scholarship increasingly recognizes their inflationary use as a discursive
strategy that can lead to semantic dilution, reduced transparency, and ideological manipulation.
Despite these insights, euphemism inflation is often treated implicitly rather than as a distinct
analytical category. This gap highlights the need for systematic investigation of euphemism
inflation as an independent phenomenon in contemporary political discourse, which the present
study seeks to address.

METHODOLOGY

This study adopts a qualitative, discourse-oriented research design to examine the
phenomenon of euphemism inflation in contemporary political discourse. The focus is not on
isolated euphemistic expressions, but on their repeated and cumulative use and the resulting
effects on meaning and communicative clarity. The analysis is based on general materials of
contemporary political discourse, including institutional political language and widely
circulating public political communication. Rather than selecting a limited number of individual
speeches, the study examines recurrent euphemistic patterns that have become
conventionalized in political discourse over time. This approach allows euphemism inflation to
be analyzed as a discursive tendency rather than as a stylistic feature of individual speakers.

The primary analytical framework combines discourse analysis and critical discourse
analysis (CDA). Discourse analysis is used to identify patterns of euphemistic repetition and
semantic softening, while CDA is applied to interpret how euphemism inflation contributes to
ideological framing, mitigation of responsibility, and normalization of controversial political
actions. In addition, linguopragmatic analysis is employed to examine how inflated
euphemisms affect pragmatic functions such as mitigation, indirectness, and audience
perception. The findings are interpreted qualitatively and contextually, in accordance with the
theoretical perspectives outlined in the literature review.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The analysis demonstrates that euphemism inflation in contemporary political discourse is not
an accidental stylistic tendency, but a systematic discursive process driven by political,
ethical, and ideological pressures. Euphemisms are no longer used sporadically to soften
isolated expressions; instead, they appear in recurrent chains of reformulation, where one
softened term is repeatedly replaced by another, even more indirect expression.

One of the key findings is that repeated euphemistic substitution leads to semantic dilution.
Terms originally introduced to mitigate harsh realities gradually lose their explanatory value. In
contemporary political discourse, this is particularly evident in references to conflict, economic
instability, and institutional failure. When euphemistic expressions are used continuously and
across multiple contexts, they become detached from their original referents and function as
vague labels rather than meaningful descriptors.

From a discursive perspective, this inflationary process weakens the informative function of
language. Euphemisms no longer clarify reality in an ethical manner; instead, they obscure it
through overgeneralization and abstraction. As a result, political discourse becomes
increasingly ambiguous, making it difficult for the audience to distinguish between factual
description and strategic framing.

Another important result concerns the relationship between euphemism inflation and political
accountability. The analysis shows that inflationary euphemisms frequently shift attention
away from agency and responsibility. Political actions and decisions are framed as neutral
processes, technical adjustments, or unavoidable developments rather than deliberate choices
made by identifiable actors.

This over-mitigation produces a discursive environment in which responsibility is diffused rather
than assigned. While such language remains ethically acceptable on the surface, it reduces
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the audience’s ability to critically evaluate political decisions. In this sense, euphemism inflation
transforms mitigation into a protective shield for institutional actors, rather than a tool for
respectful communication.

The findings also indicate that euphemism inflation contributes to the normalization of
controversial phenomena. Through repeated euphemistic framing, actions that might initially
provoke moral or political resistance gradually appear routine and unproblematic. The
discursive repetition of softened terms creates familiarity, which in turn reduces emotional and
ethical engagement.

This normalization effect is particularly significant in long-term political discourse, where
euphemisms are reused across policy cycles, media narratives, and institutional statements.
Over time, inflated euphemisms cease to be perceived as rhetorical strategies and are instead
accepted as neutral terminology, thereby reshaping public perception of political reality.

While euphemism inflation initially aims to manage audience response, the analysis reveals an
important counter-effect: discursive scepticism. As euphemistic language becomes
increasingly detached from lived experience, audiences may begin to perceive political
discourse as evasive or insincere. In such cases, inflation undermines trust rather than
preserving it.

This finding highlights a paradox of euphemism inflation. Excessive softening does not
necessarily lead to greater acceptance; instead, it may provoke suspicion and disengagement.
Discursively, this marks a shift from ethical mitigation to communicative inefficiency.

Taken together, these results suggest that euphemism inflation represents a qualitative shift in
political language. What begins as an ethically motivated strategy gradually evolves into a form
of discursive excess, where mitigation loses its balancing function. Euphemisms no longer
mediate between truth and politeness; instead, they accumulate to the point where meaning is
weakened and accountability blurred.

This transformation challenges traditional views of euphemisms as inherently ethical linguistic
tools. In contemporary political discourse, their inflationary use places them at the intersection
of ethics and manipulation. The findings therefore support the argument that euphemism
inflation should be treated as an independent analytical category within political discourse
studies, rather than as a secondary feature of euphemistic usage.

CONCLUSION

This study examined the phenomenon of euphemism inflation in contemporary political
discourse from a qualitative and discourse-oriented perspective. The analysis shows that
euphemism inflation represents a systematic shift in political language, where euphemisms are
no longer used as occasional tools of ethical mitigation, but as recurrent and cumulative
discursive strategies.

The findings demonstrate that repeated euphemistic reformulation leads to semantic dilution,
reducing the clarity and descriptive power of political language. As euphemisms accumulate,
they gradually lose their original mitigating function and begin to obscure political reality rather
than explain it. This process weakens the informative role of discourse and creates ambiguity
in the representation of political actions and responsibilities. Furthermore, the study reveals
that euphemism inflation contributes to the erosion of accountability by framing political
decisions as impersonal processes or unavoidable developments. While such language may
initially appear ethically appropriate, its excessive use shifts the balance from respectful
communication toward ideological masking and discursive protection of institutional actors.
The analysis also highlights a paradoxical effect of euphemism inflation on audience
perception. Although euphemisms are intended to reduce resistance and maintain social
harmony, their overuse may generate scepticism, distrust, and disengagement. In this sense,
euphemism inflation undermines the very communicative goals it seeks to achieve.

Overall, the study concludes that euphemism inflation should be treated as an independent
analytical category in political discourse studies. Understanding this phenomenon is essential
for critically assessing contemporary political communication, particularly in contexts where
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ethical language increasingly overlaps with strategic manipulation. The findings provide a
theoretical and analytical basis for further research into the long-term effects of euphemistic
discourse on political transparency and public trust.
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