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Abstract: This article explores the role of metaphors and metonymy in the 

formation of euphemisms in the Spanish language. Euphemisms, as linguistic tools 

used to soften or indirectly address sensitive, taboo, or unpleasant subjects, are often 

constructed through the cognitive mechanisms of metaphor and metonymy. These 

figures of speech allow for the transformation of potentially harsh or stigmatized 

concepts into more acceptable or socially appropriate expressions. By examining 

examples from contemporary Spanish, this study illustrates how metaphors and 

metonymy facilitate the creation of euphemisms that align with societal norms and 

values. The research highlights the cognitive processes involved in the construction 

of euphemisms, emphasizing their significance in communication, social interaction, 

and cultural adaptation. Furthermore, the article provides a comparative analysis of 

euphemisms derived from metaphorical and metonymical shifts, offering insights into 

how language shapes the perception of delicate topics. 

Key words: Euphemisms, Metaphor, Metonymy, Spanish language, Linguistic 

creativity, Cognitive mechanisms, Social communication, Taboo language, Discourse 

analysis. 

 

INTRODUCTION. Language is a dynamic and adaptive tool that not only 

facilitates communication but also reflects the values, norms, and sensitivities of a 

society. Euphemisms, as one of the most prominent linguistic phenomena, serve as a 

means of navigating delicate, taboo, or socially sensitive topics. Through the use of 

euphemisms, speakers can express difficult concepts in a more palatable or socially 

acceptable manner, thereby maintaining politeness, avoiding offense, and adhering to 

cultural conventions. The formation of euphemisms is not a random process but 

rather a product of complex cognitive and linguistic mechanisms, with metaphor and 

metonymy being among the most significant. 

Metaphor and metonymy are figures of speech that play a crucial role in 

reshaping language by creating indirect associations between concepts. Metaphor, the 

process of understanding one concept in terms of another, allows speakers to reframe 

negative or unpleasant ideas through more familiar or neutral terms. Similarly, 

metonymy, where one thing is used to represent another related concept, enables the 

substitution of direct and often harsh expressions with milder alternatives. Both of 
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these cognitive processes contribute significantly to the formation of euphemisms, 

facilitating the creation of expressions that mitigate the impact of sensitive or 

controversial topics. 

In Spanish, as in many other languages, metaphors and metonymy are central 

to the construction of euphemisms, with their use often reflecting cultural sensitivities 

and social expectations. The goal of this article is to explore the ways in which 

metaphors and metonymy contribute to the creation of euphemisms in Spanish, 

focusing on how these linguistic mechanisms shape the communication of sensitive 

issues. Through an analysis of contemporary Spanish, this study aims to provide a 

deeper understanding of the cognitive and social functions of euphemisms, 

highlighting their importance in everyday language and their role in social interaction 

and discourse. 

By examining the interplay between metaphor, metonymy, and euphemism 

formation, this article seeks to contribute to the growing body of research on 

linguistic creativity and the intricate relationship between language, thought, and 

culture. 

Method 

This study employs a qualitative research approach to examine the role of 

metaphors and metonymy in the formation of euphemisms in the Spanish language. A 

diverse corpus was compiled, consisting of written and spoken texts from 

contemporary Spanish sources, including newspapers, online articles, literary works, 

media dialogues, and casual conversations. These texts were selected for their 

representation of a broad range of euphemisms, from formal discussions of social and 

political topics to informal everyday language. The analysis focused on identifying 

euphemisms that serve to soften or replace harsh, taboo, or socially sensitive terms, 

determining whether these euphemisms arise from metaphorical or metonymical 

shifts. 

Metonymy-based euphemisms were identified by examining cases where a part 

or a related concept was used to represent a whole, such as referring to the U.S. 

government as "la casa blanca" (the White House) or the monarchy as "la corona" 

(the crown). These shifts were analyzed to understand how metaphor and metonymy 

facilitate the creation of euphemisms that make sensitive subjects more socially 

acceptable or less offensive. 

The study also incorporated cognitive linguistics to examine how metaphor and 

metonymy are cognitive tools that help shape thought and communication. These 

mechanisms were analyzed in terms of the mental associations that speakers make 

when transforming negative or taboo concepts into more palatable forms. 

Additionally, the research took into account sociolinguistic factors, considering how 

cultural taboos, social norms, and politeness strategies influence the use of 

euphemisms. Euphemisms were viewed as tools to maintain social harmony, respect, 

and adherence to societal expectations, such as the avoidance of direct references to 

uncomfortable topics like death, illness, or bodily functions. 

A comparative analysis was conducted to explore the different roles of 

metaphor and metonymy in the formation of euphemisms, examining how each 

figure of speech operates in various contexts and which is more prevalent in different 

instances. By comparing cases where both metaphor and metonymy create 
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euphemisms for similar concepts, the study sought to identify patterns in their use 

and the distinctions between these two mechanisms. 

In summary, this study combines linguistic analysis, cognitive theory, and 

sociocultural perspectives to explore the role of metaphor and metonymy in the 

creation of euphemisms in Spanish. By examining both the cognitive and social 

functions of these linguistic tools, the research provides a comprehensive 

understanding of how euphemisms are formed and how they serve to shape language 

and social interaction in response to sensitive or taboo subjects. 

Results 

The analysis of the corpus revealed that both metaphor and metonymy play 

significant roles in the formation of euphemisms in Spanish, each contributing to the 

mitigation of potentially harsh or socially sensitive concepts in unique ways. The 

results showed that while both figures of speech are used to soften language, they 

operate differently depending on the context and the nature of the euphemism being 

formed. 

Metaphor-based euphemisms were found to be particularly prevalent in 

expressions related to death, illness, and other taboo topics. For example, metaphors 

such as "pasar a mejor vida" (to pass to a better life) and "descansar eternamente" 

(to rest eternally) are commonly used in Spanish to refer to death, which is often 

considered a sensitive or uncomfortable topic. These metaphorical expressions 

reframe death as a peaceful transition or an eternal rest, thus making it more 

acceptable and less distressing to talk about. Similarly, expressions like "perder la 

batalla contra la enfermedad" (to lose the battle against the illness) use metaphors of 

war to frame illness as a fight, thereby transforming a potentially tragic and sorrowful 

topic into a more palatable and even heroic narrative. In these cases, the metaphorical 

shift serves to create a sense of dignity, comfort, and understanding when addressing 

emotionally charged issues. 

On the other hand, metonymy-based euphemisms were frequently found in 

political and social contexts. The use of "la casa blanca" (the White House) to refer 

to the U.S. government or "la corona" (the crown) to refer to the monarchy are prime 

examples of metonymical shifts that substitute a part (the building or the symbol) for 

the whole institution. These expressions allow speakers to discuss complex and often 

controversial institutions in a way that distances the speaker from directly addressing 

the individuals or actions associated with those institutions. For example, the use of 

"la corona" when discussing the Spanish monarchy allows speakers to address the 

institution without directly referring to the monarch, thereby neutralizing the potential 

for criticism or controversy. 

Another interesting finding was the use of metonymy in relation to sensitive 

topics such as poverty and unemployment. Expressions like "las clases 

desfavorecidas" (the disadvantaged classes) or "los sin trabajo" (the unemployed) 

serve to avoid directly referencing individuals in difficult economic situations, 

focusing instead on the broader social categories to which they belong. This 

metonymical shift reduces the stigma associated with poverty or joblessness by 

depersonalizing the situation and reframing it as a social issue rather than an 

individual failing. 
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Overall, the results indicate that metaphor and metonymy are not only 

linguistic strategies for avoiding direct or harsh language but also serve as tools for 

framing social realities in a way that aligns with cultural norms and expectations. 

While metaphors often focus on reframing concepts in a more emotionally acceptable 

or comforting way, metonymy is more commonly used to generalize, depersonalize, 

or remove direct responsibility from controversial topics. 

The study also revealed that the choice between metaphor and metonymy in 

forming euphemisms often depends on the social context and the nature of the subject 

matter. Metaphors tend to be more prevalent in contexts where emotional sensitivity 

is paramount, such as when discussing death, illness, or family matters. In contrast, 

metonymy is more commonly found in political, social, and institutional contexts 

where the emphasis is on distancing the speaker from direct criticism or negative 

connotations. 

In conclusion, both metaphors and metonymy are essential cognitive 

mechanisms in the formation of euphemisms in Spanish. These figures of speech 

serve to mitigate the harshness of certain topics, making them more socially 

acceptable and easier to discuss. By analyzing the different ways in which metaphors 

and metonymy function in euphemism creation, this study highlights the complex 

relationship between language, cognition, and society in shaping communication 

around sensitive subjects. 

Discussion 

The findings of this study underscore the pivotal role that metaphor and 

metonymy play in the formation of euphemisms in Spanish, highlighting their 

importance as cognitive and linguistic tools used to navigate sensitive or taboo 

subjects. Both metaphor and metonymy enable speakers to soften or reframe harsh 

concepts in a manner that aligns with cultural norms, social expectations, and 

communication strategies. However, while these two figures of speech serve similar 

functions in euphemism creation, they operate in distinct ways and are often 

employed in different contexts. 

Metaphor-based euphemisms, as seen in expressions related to death and 

illness, reflect the human need to confront distressing or emotional topics in a less 

direct and more acceptable manner. The use of metaphors like "pasar a mejor vida" 

(to pass to a better life) or "descansar eternamente" (to rest eternally) reveals a desire 

to transform an inherently negative or unpleasant concept into something more 

serene, peaceful, or even positive. This is consistent with Lakoff and Johnson’s 

(1980) theory of conceptual metaphor, which posits that metaphors shape our 

understanding of the world by linking abstract or complex concepts to more familiar 

and concrete experiences. In this sense, euphemisms created through metaphors allow 

individuals to make sense of and express their emotional responses to difficult 

subjects like death by framing them in terms of familiar, comforting ideas, such as 

rest or a better life. Moreover, the use of war metaphors in reference to illness, as in 

"perder la batalla contra la enfermedad" (to lose the battle against illness), 

transforms a medical issue into a heroic struggle, offering an alternative narrative that 

emphasizes strength, resilience, and dignity rather than vulnerability or defeat. 

Metonymy-based euphemisms, on the other hand, work by associating a part or 

symbol with a broader concept, and this often reflects the societal tendency to 
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distance direct reference from potentially controversial or uncomfortable topics. The 

use of metonymy, as seen in phrases like "la casa blanca" (the White House) for the 

U.S. government or "la corona" (the crown) for the monarchy, allows speakers to 

discuss institutions or political entities without engaging with the complexities or 

criticisms that may be tied to the individuals or actions behind them. This metonymic 

shift facilitates communication by redirecting attention away from personal or 

contentious issues, focusing instead on broader, neutral terms. In a similar vein, 

expressions such as "las clases desfavorecidas" (the disadvantaged classes) or "los 

sin trabajo" (the unemployed) serve to generalize individual hardships and 

depersonalize societal issues, enabling speakers to discuss poverty and 

unemployment without directly stigmatizing those affected. 

What emerges from the analysis is that metaphors are more often used in 

contexts where emotional sensitivity is crucial, such as in reference to death, personal 

illness, or family-related issues. These euphemisms reflect an emotional, 

individualistic approach to difficult topics, providing comfort and reassurance 

through their metaphorical reframe. In contrast, metonymy tends to be employed in 

more impersonal, institutional, and social contexts, where the goal is often to distance 

the speaker from the negative implications associated with certain topics, such as 

political power or economic issues. This aligns with the notion that metonymy 

functions to maintain social distance, as noted by cognitive linguists such as 

Kövecses (2002), who argue that metonymy facilitates the formation of euphemisms 

by re-contextualizing concepts within larger, often more neutral, categories. 

The distinction between metaphor and metonymy in euphemism formation also 

speaks to the broader cognitive and sociolinguistic functions of language. While 

metaphors provide a means to emotionally reframe negative experiences, metonymy 

serves as a mechanism for social distancing and institutional neutrality. This dual role 

of euphemisms highlights the dynamic relationship between individual psychology 

and social context in shaping language use. As such, the choice of metaphor or 

metonymy is not arbitrary but is influenced by the nature of the subject matter and the 

communicative goals of the speaker. 

One important implication of these findings is the role of euphemisms in 

shaping societal attitudes toward sensitive issues. By framing negative concepts in 

more positive or neutral terms, euphemisms help regulate public discourse and 

contribute to the maintenance of social harmony. This aligns with the findings of 

many scholars, including Brown and Levinson (1987), who emphasize the role of 

euphemisms in politeness strategies. In the case of Spanish, metaphor and metonymy 

provide speakers with the linguistic tools to discuss difficult topics in a way that 

avoids conflict, embarrassment, or discomfort, thus contributing to the social 

cohesion of communities. 

However, it is also worth noting that the use of euphemisms, while often well-

intentioned, can sometimes obscure or downplay serious issues. For instance, using 

terms like "los sin trabajo" (the unemployed) or "las clases desfavorecidas" (the 

disadvantaged classes) may help avoid the direct stigma of poverty or joblessness, but 

it can also mask the underlying systemic causes of these issues. This highlights a 

potential limitation of euphemisms: while they can make certain topics easier to 

discuss, they can also perpetuate a level of abstraction that prevents deeper 
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engagement with the realities of these issues. Therefore, while euphemisms based on 

metaphor and metonymy may soften language, they may also contribute to the 

concealment or simplification of complex social problems. 

In conclusion, this study contributes to our understanding of the cognitive and 

social functions of metaphor and metonymy in the formation of euphemisms in 

Spanish. By demonstrating how these figures of speech help mitigate the harshness of 

sensitive topics, the research sheds light on the intricate ways in which language, 

cognition, and culture intersect to shape communication. The use of metaphors and 

metonymy not only facilitates more palatable discourse but also reflects deeper 

societal values, offering a window into the ways in which language functions as a 

tool for managing social interaction and maintaining cultural norms. 

Conclusion 

This study has explored the role of metaphor and metonymy in the formation 

of euphemisms in Spanish, demonstrating that both figures of speech serve as vital 

cognitive and social tools that help soften and reframe sensitive or taboo topics. By 

examining a diverse range of euphemisms across different contexts, the research 

highlights how metaphors and metonymy function to make harsh concepts more 

acceptable, thereby facilitating smoother social interactions and maintaining 

politeness in communication. 

Metaphor-based euphemisms, particularly in reference to death, illness, and 

emotional matters, help reframe negative experiences into more comforting or 

dignified narratives. In contrast, metonymy-based euphemisms allow for the 

distancing of individuals or controversial issues by substituting broader, more neutral 

concepts. Both mechanisms reflect the intricate relationship between language and 

cognition, where metaphor provides emotional comfort and metonymy maintains 

social distance, thus serving different but complementary functions in euphemism 

formation. 

The study has also underscored the sociolinguistic role of euphemisms in 

regulating public discourse, suggesting that while these linguistic devices can ease 

communication and maintain harmony, they can also obscure deeper issues. This dual 

nature of euphemisms—both facilitating smoother conversations and potentially 

masking critical social realities—reveals the complex role of language in shaping 

societal attitudes and cultural perceptions. 

Ultimately, this research contributes to a deeper understanding of how 

cognitive processes like metaphor and metonymy shape the way we talk about 

sensitive subjects in Spanish. It highlights the importance of euphemisms as essential 

tools for navigating difficult conversations while also encouraging further exploration 

of how these mechanisms operate in other languages and cultures. As language 

continues to evolve, the study of euphemisms remains crucial for understanding the 

dynamics of communication, culture, and social interaction. 
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