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Abstract: Digital communication has fundamentally transformed the way individuals
interact, present identities, negotiate conflict, and construct social meaning. In social media
environments, euphemisms softened, indirect, or symbolically coded expressions emerge as
essential linguistic tools that address platform restrictions, algorithmic surveillance, identity
politics, and the desire to maintain online face. This study investigates the forms, functions,
and socio-pragmatic motivations of euphemisms used across social media platforms
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INTRODUCTION

Digital culture has reshaped human communication by creating environments
where individuals constantly produce, share, and negotiate meaning. Unlike
traditional face-to-face communication, online interactions occur under the influence
of platform algorithms, public visibility, community guidelines, and the
performative nature of identity. As a result, social media users frequently employ
euphemisms linguistic strategies that soften, obscure, or indirectly express meanings
to navigate sensitive topics, avoid penalties, and maintain positive self-presentation
[1]. In platforms like TikTok or Instagram, users often replace words restricted by
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algorithmic moderation (e.g., “sex,” “unalive,” “spicy content,” “self-harm”). On
Twitter, politically sensitive terms are coded to evade harassment or mass reporting.
In online communities, users adopt euphemisms to avoid stigma, protect privacy, or
signal group membership (e.g., “plus-size” for overweight, “grown content” for
explicit material, “tea” for gossip, “situationship” for non-committed relationships).
Euphemisms become part of the linguistic creativity of digital subcultures. Unlike
traditional euphemisms motivated mainly by politeness or avoidance of taboo
digital euphemisms are shaped by algorithmic governance (content filters),
economic incentives (monetization systems), and public audience effects (fear of
cancellation). Therefore, studying euphemisms in digital culture requires examining
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technological structures in addition to linguistic and cultural factors. Despite their
prevalence, euphemisms in digital communication have received limited academic
attention compared to politics, business, or education. This study addresses the gap
by investigating how euphemisms function as adaptive linguistic strategies shaped
by the unique ecology of online platforms.

Literature Review. 2.1 Traditional Euphemisms and Politeness. Classic
linguistic research describes euphemisms as tools for politeness, taboo avoidance,
and face management. Allan & Burridge argue euphemisms help speakers navigate
topics related to death, sex, illness, bodily functions, and social sensitivities [2].
Brown & Levinson’s politeness theory explains how indirect expressions preserve
the speaker’s and listener’s face needs [3]. These theories remain foundational but do
not fully capture the algorithmic dimension of digital euphemisms.

2.2 Computer-Mediated Communication (CMC). Studies in CMC highlight that
online communication differs from offline interaction due to anonymity,
asynchronicity, and visibility [4]. Social media users craft messages aware that
audiences include friends, strangers, employers, and algorithmic systems [5]. This
visibility pressures users to self-moderate their language.

2.3 Content Moderation and Platform Governance. Algorithms designed to
detect harmful or sensitive terms push users to create euphemistic spellings or code
words. Gillespie argues that platform moderation policies shape online discourse by
rewarding or punishing linguistic choices [6]. TikTok’s ban on sensitive terms, for
instance, has produced a wave of creative spelling-based euphemisms like “seggs
education” or “unalive myself.”

2.4 Digital Identity and Self-Presentation. Goffman’s concept of self-
presentation has been extended to digital spaces, where euphemisms are used to
maintain positive online personas [7]. People avoid harsh words to appear kind,
progressive, or socially aware.

Methodology. 1.1 Research Design. This study employed a qualitative,
inductive research design to identify patterns in the use of euphemisms across major
social media platforms. The analysis focused on several types of user-generated and
platform-generated content, including public user posts, comments, hashtags, video
captions, and platform policy documents. Data were collected from widely used
platforms such as TikTok, Instagram, Twitter/X, Facebook, YouTube, Reddit, and
Pinterest.

1.2 Data Collection. A corpus consisting of 305 euphemistic expressions was
compiled for this research. These items were sourced from trending hashtags, viral
TikTok and Instagram captions, popular meme pages, and comment sections under
controversial posts. The corpus aimed to capture euphemisms used in everyday
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digital communication as well as those shaped by platform culture and moderation
norms.

1.3 Data Analysis Techniques. The collected data were analyzed using multiple
complementary qualitative methods. Contextual interpretation clarified how
euphemisms were used within specific communicative situations, while pragmatic
function analysis evaluated their role in shaping interpersonal and public discourse.
Finally, a cross-platform comparison highlighted similarities and differences in
euphemism usage across different social media ecosystems.

1.4 Ethical Considerations. All data were collected exclusively from publicly
accessible posts and materials. No usernames, identifying details, or private content
were recorded, ensuring full adherence to ethical research standards regarding
privacy and confidentiality.

Results. Types of Euphemisms in Digital Culture: The analysis of the compiled
corpus revealed five primary categories of euphemisms in digital culture, each
serving distinct communicative and social functions across social media platforms.
These categories reflect how users and platforms navigate issues of identity,
moderation, monetization, and social interaction in increasingly algorithmically
governed online spaces. Identity and Self-Presentation Euphemisms: Another
significant category involves euphemisms that soften labels related to personal
identity, particularly regarding appearance or neurodiversity. Terms such as “plus-
size” for overweight, “curvy” for fat, “golden years” for old age, “neurodivergent”
for mentally different, and “thick” for overweight yet attractive exemplify this trend.
These expressions enable users to preserve face and navigate social norms, especially
in digital spaces where beauty standards and identity markers are highly visible and
socially policed. Conflict-Mitigating Euphemisms: Euphemisms are also frequently
employed to diffuse conflict or avoid interpersonal tension. For instance, “tea”
signifies gossip, “situation” or “situationship” describes ambiguous romantic
relationships, “constructive criticism” masks negative commentary, and “concerned
citizen” disguises trolling behavior behind a veneer of civility. These linguistic
strategies serve to mitigate social friction while maintaining plausible deniability in
online discourse.

Discussion. A New Type of Euphemism: Algorithmic Euphemisms: Digital
euphemisms differ fundamentally from traditional euphemisms, which are
primarily motivated by politeness or face-saving concerns. In online spaces,
euphemisms are increasingly shaped by algorithms that govern visibility,
monetization, and content moderation [6]. Users adopt creative spellings, coded
language, and alternative terms to avoid penalties such as shadow bans or
demonetization. This phenomenon constitutes a novel linguistic category that exists
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uniquely in digital environments, reflecting the influence of automated systems on
language use.

Euphemisms as Social Identity Performance. Euphemisms in digital spaces
also function as a tool for self-presentation and social identity management.
Platforms often reward content that appears positive, inclusive, and non-offensive
while penalizing content deemed harmful or controversial. Consequently, users
employ euphemisms to project qualities such as kindness, body-positivity, and
inclusivity, thereby managing how they are perceived by online audiences. [7].

Euphemisms and Digital Taboos. Digital communication also reshapes the
boundaries of taboo topics. Unlike offline contexts, certain subjects including
politics, gender identity, and sexuality are especially prone to euphemisms. Users
strategically obscure sensitive content to mitigate potential backlash, social censure,
or “cancel culture” consequences. This demonstrates how euphemistic language
functions as a tool for navigating the moral and social constraints of online
interaction.

Euphemisms as Resistance Against Platform Power. Beyond compliance,
euphemisms can serve as subtle forms of resistance. Users exploit coded language to
circumvent algorithmic restrictions and retain communicative freedom. Such
linguistic adaptation reflects ongoing power negotiations between social media
platforms and their users, highlighting the agency of individuals even within highly
regulated digital environments.

Risks of Digital Euphemisms. Despite their protective function, digital
euphemisms carry notable risks. They can obscure dangerous behavior, enable
coded harassment (e.g., terms like “Karen” or “pick-me”), facilitate the spread of
misinformation (such as using “alternative medicine” to describe unproven
treatments), and complicate content moderation. Thus, while euphemisms enhance
safety and social acceptability, they also introduce ambiguity and potential harm
within online discourse|[8].

CONCLUSION

Euphemisms in digital culture are more dynamic and technologically driven
than their traditional counterparts. They function not only as politeness tools but
also as survival strategies in algorithmic environments. Users employ euphemisms
to bypass censors, maintain online identities, manage conflict, and participate in
community-specific linguistic cultures. This study highlights how digital
euphemisms reflect deeper issues such as identity politics, content moderation
challenges, platform power, and the global evolution of online discourse. Future
research may explore cross-cultural differences in algorithmic euphemisms,
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platform-specific linguistic ecosystems, and psychological effects of euphemized

communication.
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