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1
Mincing Words



In Kent Haruf’s novel Plainsong, two elderly bachelor brothers agree to take in a pregnant high school student. When she arrives they show her around their old farmhouse. At the threshold of a small room one says ‘Here’s where you step out.’ The girl looks puzzled.


‘You know,’ explains the man. ‘The commode. The indoor outhouse. Well what do you call it?’


‘That’ll do fine,’ says a teacher accompanying the girl.


‘That’s what she always called it,’ continues the man, referring to his mother. ‘I’m just trying to be proper. I’m just trying to get us started off on the right chalk.’


Aren’t we all? This man was struggling with the age-old challenge of finding respectable euphemisms for dubious terms. Any word or phrase that gives us pause is a candidate for euphemizing. What gives us pause varies from place to place, however, and from era to era. Was that God? Better we should say golly. Did talk of breasts make us queasy? Try bust. How about shit? Shoot will suffice. Lying sounds harsh, but spinning not so much.


We all rely on euphemisms to tiptoe around what makes us uneasy and have done so for most of recorded history. Euphemisms are a function of their times. Sexually unresponsive women were once considered frigid. Then they were simply called inorgasmic or given the more hopeful designation pre-orgasmic. Today female sexual dysfunction has become a euphemism for this condition. As for men, what once was called impotence has given way to erectile dysfunction. Neutralizing such terms doesn’t just make it easier to talk about flaccid men and frigid women but also allows drug companies to openly hawk their wares.


An excellent way to determine what we find embarrassing at any given moment is to examine our verbal evasions. They indicate what’s on our minds. What’s bugging us. What makes us uncomfortable. Which topics we consider taboo.


During a dinner party in Virginia before World War II, Winston Churchill asked the butler for some breast of chicken. According to Churchill family lore, an American woman sitting next to him reprimanded the guest for using this vulgar term. And what should he have asked for? White meat, Churchill was told. The next day Churchill sent this woman a corsage with the message, ‘Pin this on your white meat.’


Euphemisms are the verbal equivalent of draping nude statues. They substitute unthreatening words for ones that make us fidget. For this to work the substitute words and what they allude to must be familiar. Would a recent immigrant from Kathmandu be likely to get the sexual subtext of ‘Your place or mine?’ Unlikely. A euphemism can only do its job if most people recognize what’s actually being discussed. Renaming piss poss only confuses matters. Metaphorically calling it lemonade isn’t much better. On the other hand, referring to number one is likely to elicit a nod of recognition. When an environmental activist said she’d stopped using ‘TP for number one’, no further explanation was needed.


During the run-up to Barack Obama’s inauguration, an FBI agent said they were preparing to help people get out of Washington ‘in case of an event’ (presumably a terrorist attack or an assassination attempt). That same euphemism – event – has also been applied to nuclear power accidents. To say that Obama’s inauguration or a nuclear power plant could be subject to a wahoo or an occasion would technically involve a euphemism, but not one with any traction.


Of course some euphemisms can be awfully subtle. This is especially true when talk turns to marginalized members of society. Before the term gay came to the rescue, heterosexuals commonly referred to homosexuals as having unspecified tendencies, predilections or preferences. A homosexual was like that. That way. Theatrical. In news stories flamboyant, confirmed bachelor and never married could, and can, allude to gays.


Press accounts in general are a treasure chest of euphemisms. When journalists report that a public figure was exuberant, or flushed, they may be trying to tell us he was drunk. A reporter who wants to signal that a man is pompous without saying so can say he has gravitas. An obnoxiously loudmouthed individual may be called colourful. We all use circumlocutions this way. Someone with a bad temper is mercurial, or moody. A dysfunctional family whose members alternate yelling at one another with pouting can be called complicated. That word is also applied to couples who nearly have their hands on each other’s throats on a regular basis. (‘They have a complicated relationship.’) As marriage counsellors say, such couples have unfinished business.


Euphemisms represent a flight to comfort, a way to reduce tension when conversing. They are comfort words. Euphemistic discourse softens the harsh, smoothes the rough, makes what’s negative sound positive. It is akin to diplomatic language in which ‘we had a frank exchange of views’ can be a way of saying ‘we hurled insults at each other for a full hour’.


Euphemisms add nuance and vagueness to conversation that’s often welcome. Could anyone get through a day without heeding a call of nature, or speculating that Jason and Amy are sleeping together? Civilized discourse would be impossible without recourse to indirection. Euphemisms give us tools to discuss touchy topics without having to spell out what it is we’re discussing. In her novel The Land of Green Plums Nobel laureate Herta Müller portrayed a Romanian seamstress measuring the legs of a school headmaster for a pair of trousers she plans to make him. ‘At the crotch,’ wrote Müller (who uses no quote marks), ‘she took a deep breath and asked: And where do you keep the key to the cellar, Mr. Headmaster, on the left or the right? Always on the right, he said. And for the cellar door, she asked, would you rather have buttons or a zipper?’


Particularly when it comes to topics such as the body, bodily waste, and sex, euphemisms can be a blessing. These terms don’t just scrub conversations clean, they keep us from having to concede that we even know the words being euphemized, let alone what they mean, or acknowledge that such matters are on our mind. Referring to something like sex by saying ‘They were intimate’ lets us allude to this topic without having to admit ‘Yes, I think about naked bodies heaving in passionate embrace. Okay?’


Via the double entendre, euphemistic talk can be both discreet and bawdy, especially in mixed company. Even the most upstanding members of a church choir may enjoy an occasional veiled allusion, so long as they don’t have to acknowledge what’s actually being discussed. When men are present a respectable spinster is unlikely to say ‘I wish I could find a stud.’ But when ‘stud finders’ came up during a discussion of home renovation in one such group, a proper middle-aged divorcee felt perfectly comfortable saying ‘I could use one of those.’


Euphemania


Eupheme was the nurse of ancient Greece’s Muses. Her name literally means ‘good speaking’ (Eu = good, pheme = speaking). Related Greek words mean ‘to speak fair’, and to ‘use an auspicious word for an inauspicious one’. They are the root of today’s term euphemism. The term usually refers to polite words, but not always. Although I began this project with the assumption that a clear distinction could be made between genteel euphemisms and other types of substitute words such as slang, jargon and double entendres, the further I got, the more apparent it became that this distinction was too sharp. I came to see a broader matrix of substitute words that are euphemistic but not necessarily genteel. When, with a group of couples whose men were about to go hunting, a woman pinched her husband’s ear and announced ‘We have to unload daddy’s gun before he can go anywhere,’ was she using slang, a double entendre or a euphemism? Or all of the above?


This is why my definition of euphemisms is broad: words or phrases substituted for ones that make us uneasy. Even slang terms can give us a hip way to avoid saying the unsayable. When a soldier reports that he offed an enemy, or greased, or whacked him, on the one hand that’s slang; on the other hand such substitute words keep him from having to use the word ‘killed’. Similarly, although it’s hardly genteel for a woman to say that she and a man partied or got it on or did some horizontal dancing, this does keep uglier words out of the conversation.


Technically euphemisms are a form of synonym. But they have far heavier freight to carry. That freight is what Unmentionables is all about. It is not meant to be a compilation of euphemisms (many exist already). Rather it’s a consideration of the ways euphemisms enter our conversations, and how they reflect their time and place. Euphemizing most often results from an excess of politeness and prudery, but can also demonstrate creativity and high good humour. Shakespeare was not polite and was hardly prudish but his plays brim with euphemistic word play.


As we’ll see throughout this book, euphemisms are created in a wide variety of ways and for a multitude of reasons. Usually this involves reducing the temperature of overheated terms. The hotter the topic, the cooler the words we rely on to discuss them. ‘They’re upstairs in my bedroom getting to know each other better.  ’ ‘We rendered several hundred enemy soldiers inoperative.’ ‘The detainee was subjected to in-depth interrogation.’ ‘Eric engaged in inappropriate behaviour. He was acting out.’


Therapists, self-helpers and recovery groups have given us a bonanza of mild euphemistic terms to take the place of touchy ones. Under their tutelage we’ve replaced problems with issues and challenges. As the economy collapsed late in his presidency, George W. Bush said ‘Our financial markets continue to deal with some serious challenges.’ Bush continually referred to global warming as an issue, not a problem. He wasn’t the only one to fall back on this type of circumlocution. Philanderers, I’ve recently read, have zipper management issues. In lieu of ‘What you just said really pisses me off’ any one of us can say ‘I have issues with what you just said.’ Those who used to suffer from mental illness now have mental health issues. Thanks to the magic of modern psychotherapy, being able to say she vented allows us to avoid saying ‘she screamed in a rage’. Liars are in denial. Patients who once had nervous breakdowns now have nervous breakthroughs.


Although it’s gained momentum in recent years, the practice of turning negatives into positives has pride of place in the history of euphemism creation. After all, the Cape of Good Hope was once known, more accurately, as the Cape of Storms. What is actually death insurance has long been called life insurance. Impoverished countries once known as undeveloped became underdeveloped, then less developed, then developing. Today they are optimistically called emerging. A manufacturer of inexpensive wood-burning stoves calls the residents of such countries emerging consumers.


Putting a neutral sheen on negative experiences is a related practice of long standing. Like their modern counterparts, ancient Greeks and Romans both used the phrase ‘if anything happens to me’ instead of ‘should I die’. When they executed a prisoner, Romans said he was ‘led away to punishment’ or simply ‘led away’. Execution itself is a one-time euphemism, evolving from the ‘execution’ of a death warrant. In medieval times, prisoners condemned to die were ‘put to execution’.


Their euphemistic history helps explain the significance of many terms in current use. In the Midwestern town where I live, brown paper grocery containers are called sacks, not bags. This always puzzled me until, in the course of researching this book, I discovered that bag was euphemistic for scrotum in some parts of the United States. When it comes to brown paper grocery containers, therefore, another euphemism was needed to avoid that one. Hence, sack. (Those who live in settings where sack is synonymous with scrotum had best stay with bag.)


To neutralize words that make us uncomfortable, euphemisms routinely convert vivid terms into innocuous ones. Yesterday’s tombstone is today’s grave marker. Dumps are now landfills. Rubbish becomes waste. What once was a lifejacket is now a flotation device. In the US our grandparents’ clothesline has been upgraded to a wind-energy drying device.


Euphemisms are nothing if not adaptable. A BBC correspondent just back from fighting in Congo told a radio interviewer that soldiers there were self-provisioning. When asked what this meant, the correspondent conceded that it was a euphemism for ‘loot and steal’. Obviously, language evolves constantly this way. But, in public discourse especially, its evolution has been in a blandly euphemistic direction. Taken to an extreme – as it so often is – euphemistic discourse can be deadly. That’s because such discourse enlists words in the service of evasion rather than communication. This is ‘euphemania’: taking the sting out of frank, clear words by converting them into inoffensive synonym-like versions and in the process desensitizing us to the implications of, say, torture (applying pressure) or a stock market collapse (equity retreat).


Euphemisms as Tracking Device


Euphemisms are an accurate barometer of changing attitudes. That is the theme of this book. A good way to determine what concerned human beings at any given moment is to examine their verbal evasions.


There is no better illustration of our changing euphemistic climate than the way we refer to children whose parents aren’t married. These one-time bastards or children of sin became illegitimate children which begot ones born out of wedlock. During the late eighteenth century born on the wrong side of the blanket was a slangy euphemism for those presumably conceived somewhere other than a married couple’s bed. In the American Midwest gone to visit her aunt in Indiana was once euphemistic for going to a home for unwed mothers. Today we care so little about the marital status of a child’s parents that we seldom even bother with such circumlocutions. At worst we talk of love children or a lovechild. In general, though, the increasingly common fact that a child’s parents aren’t married is barely considered worth a euphemism.


The terms we use and those we avoid reflect deeper concerns, which change over time. Several centuries ago, when religion reigned, we converted damn to darn and hell to heck. Then prudery kicked in and gonads became family jewels, the vagina down there. Today it’s death, disability and discrimination that provide fodder for euphemisms as we grope for inoffensive names to give members of minority groups, those with physical or intellectual limitations, and those who have died.


Although a society in which bumper stickers say SHIT HAPPENS and T-shirts proclaim LIFE IS A BITCH, THEN YOU DIE may have dispensed with many of the genteel euphemisms used by its grandparents, it has hardly dispensed with euphemisms altogether. Even topics we discuss more candidly today than before are still subject to euphemizing, though with updated terminology. According to a 2008 press account, for example, a Belmont, Massachusetts resident reported to police that an ‘anatomically correct term’ had been spray-painted on a local fence.


Much as we might like to think that our modes of expression involve a straight trajectory of opening up, shedding inhibitions and becoming more candid, that’s simply not the case. The terms and targets of our euphemizing have simply shifted. An explosion of topics has become eligible for euphemistic discourse: not just the usual suspects of sex, body parts, and bodily secretions but money, diseases and certain foods too (to name just a few of the many topics we euphemize today).


Euphemisms have gone from being a tool of the church to a form of gentility to an instrument of commercial, political and postmodern doublespeak. Our time is one in which ‘sweet words dance hand in hand with dreadful facts’, writes D. J. Enright in the excellent essay collection Fair of Speech: The Uses of Euphemism. Originally meant to avoid blasphemy and be polite, euphemisms now are just as likely to be a tool of cover-up and obfuscation. Businesses that once showed losses now have negative cash flow. Politicians never lie, but do sometimes misspeak. Bombardiers no longer drop bombs, they unleash vertically deployed anti-personnel devices.


Because what makes us uncomfortable changes with the times, there is a constant demand for new euphemisms. And we are up to the task of supplying them. ‘It is a poor week when I fail to note two or three new euphemisms,’ notes euphemism-compiler R. W. Holder.


The Euphemism Carousel


Euphemisms must step lively to keep pace with changing attitudes. Another era’s tacky comment is today’s hip remark. Yesterday’s polite euphemism is tomorrow’s prissy evasion. Cherry was once considered more respectable than hymen. Now just the opposite is true. The former is thought to be vulgar, the latter chaste.


Since language is in constant flux, as are social values, euphemisms can quickly lose their utility. Good words become bad words become good words again in an endless succession. Euphemisms are like a carousel of words, some hopping on, others jumping off, still more staying put for the entire ride, sometimes losing their euphemistic status in the process. Ones that do their job capably, with a minimum of fuss, slip easily into the vernacular and stay there. Sleep with has been a euphemism for sex for centuries, pass away for dying since the Middle Ages. Cemetery – from the Greek word for ‘sleeping place’ – began life as a euphemism for the more ominous graveyard but proved so functional that it became our standard term for this setting.


Like cemetery, a notable number of today’s everyday words began their lives as euphemisms. Penis, Latin for ‘tail’, in Cicero’s time was put to work as a euphemism for the male sex organ. Once this term lost its euphemistic cover, others stepped up to take its place, then shape-shifted. Dork was originally a synonym for penis. Similarly, jerk once referred to a man who masturbates (this term is still used in Britain and its influence can be heard in today’s phrase jerk off).


In an eye-opening study, linguist Muriel Schulz explored the carousel ride of words that refer to women. A striking number morphed from innocent to dubious to downright derogatory. Early on nymphet referred simply to an attractive young woman. So did broad. Hussy evolved from huswif (‘housewife’) in Old English. But the trajectory of women-specific words Schulz analysed wasn’t always downhill. Some were rehabilitated. Before retrieving its good reputation, wife had become a euphemism for ‘mistress’ in the Middle Ages, niece for the illegitimate daughter of a priest. Girl at one time referred euphemistically to prostitutes. So did cat. (Think: cat house, used to refer to a brothel.)


Like a courtesan who becomes a society matron, tainted euphemisms can regain their respectability over time. It’s not at all uncommon for terms once considered vulgar or risqué to lose their stigma. Poke, a sometime synonym for fuck, today is a cute term for sending someone an online message. Bloody – once the most offensive of words in Britain – is today a relatively innocuous piece of verbal punctuation. Blast was once considered so blasphemous that English schoolchildren were punished for uttering the word. In 1869 a linguist warned that the term ornery ‘is shocking and should never pass the lips of any one’. As that one-time synonym for ‘lewd’ began to be used semi-affectionately (‘he’s an ornery cuss’) it lost its shock value, in the same way that bastard went from being pure profanity to a sometime term of affection (‘You old bastard, you!’).


This is typical of the carousel whirl in which words are both soiled and cleansed. Even as some euphemisms go mainstream, others are contaminated by association with the topic they refer to and become just as dubious as the word they replaced. They’re ‘fallen euphemisms’. The classic example is fart, a one-time euphemism that over time took on the odour of the act it referred to and itself became offensive. Similarly, retarded was originally a polite way to describe those more rudely called idiots, imbeciles or morons. Eventually retarded itself grew so insulting that there is now a movement to ban its use.


In a related process, respectable terms that are requisitioned as euphemisms can quickly lose their respectability. Cicero complained that when penis became a euphemism for the male sex organ it could no longer be used to refer to animals’ tails. In Cicero’s time Roman youth used deliciae as a playful euphemism for sex (it essentially means a diversion, or pleasure). After taking on sexual connotations, however, deliciae itself grew taboo. Several centuries later, when occupy became a euphemism for lovemaking during the late Middle Ages, that term could no longer be used in polite conversation. A similar fate befell intercourse, which originally meant simply ‘to communicate’ before being commandeered as a polite synonym for copulation (to the chagrin of residents of Intercourse, Pennsylvania). Hook up used to mean little more than connecting with someone. Today it can mean so very much more.


This is a constant problem with euphemisms. Using them can be like trying to conceal the naked body of an actress beneath a gossamer gown. Euphemizing represents a forlorn hope that renaming something might change its essence. Negative connotations are not in taboo words themselves, however, but in what they refer to. As a result, euphemisms can only protect our sensibilities for so long.


Consider how we deal verbally with the touchy topic of insanity. Here terms that start out as euphemisms invariably end up as affronts. This leads to a constant verbal turnover. In their definitive books on Euphemism & Dysphemism and Forbidden Words, Australian linguists Keith Allan and Kate Burridge have explored this verbal degeneration in some detail. The term lunatic was initially a euphemistic reference to a form of mental illness associated with changing lunar phases. Touched originally suggested that a demented person had been touched by God’s hand. At one time deranged simply meant disordered or disturbed, before taking on more ominous connotations as a euphemism for mad. Crazy derived from the more benign term crazed, which meant flawed or cracked. Cracked itself is an enduring synonym for mentally ill, though not one we’d now consider polite. Today we turn to psychology for neutral terms such as syndrome or disorder. How long such terms will stay respectable is anyone’s guess.


In a gruesome illustration of euphemism degradation, the term concentration camp – initially used by the British as an innocuous way of referring to the internment centres they created during the Boer War – became sinister due to the hideous reality of what took place in the Nazi death camps of the same name. Several decades later, when tens of thousands of interned Tamils were said by reporters to be in concentration camps, Sri Lankan authorities took offence. They insisted that these were actually welfare camps.



The Euphemism Cookbook



As we’ll see throughout this book, euphemisms are created in a wide variety of ways. The most common way is by simply substituting an acceptable word for one that’s considered unacceptable. (Sugar! Fudge!) Sometimes these substitute words are invented ones that sound similar to the verboten term. (Shucks! Fooey!) In the process we often assign harmless little words to stand in for charged ones. Do, for example, is commonly used as a synonym for fuck, kill, defecate and other questionable acts.


In some cases the word substituted comes from another language, carrying scant odour of taboo. When Americans are not sure if it would be a good idea to say ‘balls’ aloud, they can always resort to the Spanish cojones, and often do. Soixante-neuf is a double-duty euphemism, one relying on both French and numbers to refer to mutual cunnilingus and fellatio. (Those willing to forego the added cover of French simply say sixty-nine.) Cunnilingus and fellatio themselves have a Latin root. Latin has done a lot of euphemistic heavy lifting over the millennia. Think: phallus, pudenda, areola, testes, coitus, etc., etc. Medieval college students in Europe were advised to use Latin words instead of ones in the vernacular that might be considered profane. Modern sex educators use as many Latin terms as possible to avoid embarrassment when discussing body parts. In an account popular in England some decades ago, a British soldier who had been shot in the buttocks and hospitalized during World War I, was asked by a woman visiting his ward where he was wounded. The soldier responded, ‘I’m sorry, ma’am, I can’t say. I never studied Latin.’


Professional jargon, much of it Latin-based, is another primary source of euphemisms based on the ‘blind them with science’ approach. Thus: prophylactic for condom, localized capacity deficiencies for traffic bottlenecks, seismic activity for an earthquake. When it comes to ostentatious, euphemism-loaded speech, many find that the more syllables the better. The near-meltdown of the nuclear plant at Three Mile Island was initially called an unscheduled energetic disassembly. An airline’s annual report referred to a crash of one of its planes as an involuntary conversion. In the auto industry, car crashes are called rapid or sudden deceleration. This sometimes results in a thermal event (i.e. a fire). Event is an invaluably ambiguous word when it comes to euphemizing. What most of us think of as hand-washing, hospital administrators call a hand hygiene event.


Other euphemistic discourse goes in the opposite direction. Particularly in the area of sex, body parts and body functions, small is beautiful: poo, pee, do, it. Linguist Robin Lakoff illustrates the difference between these two approaches by comparing a doctor who says ‘Copulation may also be enhanced by the use of oleaginous materials’ with a terser way of saying the same thing: ‘Selma told me she found Jimmy and Marion doing it with mayonnaise!’


Words such as it more than earn their keep when it comes to creating euphemisms, as when sexy Clara Bow was called the it girl. Other unusually useful euphemistic terms include certain (‘a woman of a certain age’), interesting (‘she’s in an interesting condition’) and, especially, special (‘special needs’, ‘special assistant’, ‘Special Forces’ etc.). As R. W. Holder writes in How Not to Say What You Mean, special is a word that ‘makes the ears of a collector of euphemisms prick up’.


Requisitioning proper names is a common euphemizing tactic and has been for aeons, though the names themselves vary with time and place. When ‘Jock’ was a more common moniker, it got pressed into service as a synonym for penis (leaving an echo behind in jock strap). After Jock developed negative connotations, another common form of euphemizing was employed: substituting a single letter in an offending word to convert it into one that’s inoffensive. Thus the original football fans’ cry of ‘Knock their jocks off!’ gave way to ‘Knock their socks off!’


The least imaginative way to create euphemisms is by the simple replacement of one or more letters with punctuation marks: ‘G-d D—n!’; ‘The h-ll you say!’; ‘You c.cks.cker!’; ‘F**k you!’. Because this approach risks calling undue attention to the deleted letters, it’s rather self-defeating. As a Florida judge once observed in a censorship case, ‘“f…… pigs” is unlikely to be seen as referring to police officers who are “foolish”, “fawning”, “finicky”, “flaccid”, “foppish”, “frantic”, “fretful” or “fascist”.’


The Victorian era was the heyday of typographical euphemisms. During that prudish time first letters followed by dashes or asterisks replaced many a word deemed suspect. Somerset Maugham called Victorian England a setting in which ‘asterisks were followed after a certain interval by a baby’. Well into the twentieth century the upright Malcolm Muggeridge referred to members of his generation as ‘asterisk men’. And it wasn’t just English authors who self-censored this way. Their American counterparts also felt a need to engage in prudent euphemistic punctuation. In his 1883 novella In the Carquinez Woods, even down-to-earth Bret Harte portrayed a priest who confesses, ‘When I have often wrestled with the spirit I confess I have sometimes said, “D—n you. Yes, sir, D—n you”.’


Going beyond mere punctuation as a source of all-purpose euphemisms, we’ve put bleep to use in the same way. (‘Bleep you!’) Expletive is another euphemism that often comes in handy. (‘Expletive deleted.’) Other multipurpose euphemistic words include blankety-blank, doodah, thingamajig, thingy, whatsit, whatnot and you-know-what. According to ABC News, disgraced financier Bernard Madoff said he ‘didn’t give a blank’ about his sons (who had turned him in to the authorities for running a Ponzi scheme).


Clipping words fore and aft is another euphemistic strategy. Whipped is one such word, clipped from the vulgar pussy-whipped, which is a more vivid way to say ‘henpecked’. Bull is a reasonably respectable clip of bullshit, and mother used in a proper tone of voice can pass muster in a way that its root – motherfucker – could not. During the brief period when George Wallace’s wife Lurleen stood in for him as Governor of Alabama, bumper stickers appeared that read GOVERNOR WALLACE IS A MOTHER. After examining this sticker on the bumper of a car in Detroit, a group of street toughs approached its owner, ‘Hey, man,’ said one.


‘Yes?’


(Pointing at his bumper) ‘That’s only half a word.’


Acronyms and abbreviations are forms of euphemism that have gained popularity over time. The ‘A’ that New England Puritans made adulterous women sew on their clothing and colonial Pennsylvanians branded on the forehead of third-time adulterers might be seen as an antecedent to these forms. Leprosy, which was initially euphemized as Hansen’s Disease (after Dr G. H. A. Hansen, who discovered its underlying cause), later became simply HD. Abbreviations and acronyms gained popularity in America’s New Deal era, then really took off during World War II and its aftermath. They were ideally suited to the post-war euphemistic sensibility: sterile, vague, easy to create and manipulate. The pharmaceutical ads so common on television today are like a glossary of euphemistic initials: not just ED and PMT but COPD (Chronic Obstructive Pulmonary Disease), IBS (Irritable Bowel Syndrome) and GERD (Gastroesophageal Reflux Disease), to name just a few. Your over-the-counter drug is their OTC. Initializing this way is a spreading source of euphemism, and our language is poorer for it.


The Scunthorpe Problem


Victorian euphemizing strategies are alive and well on the Internet. There content filters do the work that used to be left to human censors, only with no sense of nuance. Hello gets changed to hecko online, class to cl***, wish it to wi** **. A filter that replaces nigga with Nubian, revised niggardly to read nubianrdly.


This is known as the Scunthorpe Problem, so-called because an early content filter used by AOL prevented residents of Scunthorpe from registering accounts due to the second, third, fourth and fifth letter of their town’s name. Those living in Penistone, Sussex and Lightwater faced similar problems (in the latter, ‘twat’ being a no-no). For that very reason ‘saltwater taffy’ showed up in one online forum euphemized as ‘salfemale genitaliaer taffy’.


Auto-replace has been problematic when put to work on behalf of particular agendas. In the most celebrated example a Christian website whose filter automatically converted the word gay to ‘homosexual’ ran an Associated Press article about sprinter Tyson Gay. There the article began ‘Tyson Homosexual was a blur in blue, sprinting 100 metres faster than anyone ever has.’


In the realm of cyber-Bowdlerizing, misconstruable names are especially vexing to those who have one, as men named D*ck sometimes discover when surfing their name on the Internet. Due to the magic of automatic euphemizing, George W. Bush’s vice president is sometimes mentioned online as thingy Cheney. In chat rooms that proscribe shat, the actor William Shatner is discussed as William S***ner.


Spam filters pose particular problems to those whose names trip warning signals. E-mails from anyone named Lipshitz are at constant risk of being blocked, as are ones sent by anyone named Cockburn. (Craig Cockburn of Scotland solved that problem by writing his name C0ckburn, with a zero instead of an o.) The word cock alone is sometimes changed to **** online. In that regimen gun hammers are ****ed, human beings **** their heads, and forum participants debate the moral quandary of **** fights.


It’s as if we subcontracted the job of euphemizing taboo words to HAL the computer in Stanley Kubrick’s film 2001. (Only HAL was more nuanced.) What is to be done? Users are not without options. To work around ham-handed cyber prudery, when discussing a manuscript, members of one chat room began writing m****cript. Other site hosts make a game out of foiling filters, reprogramming their own to translate bitch into gluestick, say, or shit into cheese. The re-programmed filter of one online forum automatically changes fuck to gently caress (e.g. Gently caress you!). Another alters any mention of hell to read New Jersey. A third changes all questionable words to Melanie Griffith. What have they got against Melanie Griffith?



Roll Your Own



When interviewing lexicographer Jesse Sheidlower on National Public Radio about his book The F-Word, Robert Siegel substituted the word floss for fuck (sparking protest from listeners who asked him to consider the implications of this euphemism for dentists, to say nothing of fastidious flossers). In a similar gambit, the New Yorker ’s Tad Friend replaced every word for ‘intimate body parts’ in an obscenity-filled routine by a Canadian comedian with Wayne Gretzky (e.g. pointing to his mother and wife in the audience, saying ‘There’s the Wayne Gretzky I come from and there’s the Wayne Gretzky I go home to’). Malcolm Muggeridge used the same approach when reviewing Eros Denied: Sex in Western Society by Wayland Young. In place of ‘the verb which occurs on almost every page’, Muggeridge substituted Young’s first name (‘he Waylanded her good and proper’). His review was titled ‘W**l*nd*ng’.


Think of this as roll-your-own euphemisms. Here is where we see the creativity of euphemism invention in its purest form. To give their children euphemistic words for intimate body parts, some parents create their own. When a young girl asked her father what that thing was dangling between his legs as he got out of the bath, he told her it was his handy gadget. Well into adulthood she used handy gadget as a euphemism for penis. The mother of a friend of mine advised her children that this organ was a jingle-bell. Another told her sons to call it their link a link. ‘My mother called mine a “sisser”,’ reports a Floridian about her vagina (conceivably because cicer was a synonym for penis used by Juvenal). ‘My mom used to call it a fuzzy peach,’ says another American woman. ‘My mum always used to call it your “nooks and crannies”,’ chimes in an Englishwoman.


As for what emerges from such body parts, those who aren’t content to fall back on the standard wee-wee, doodoo, and pass gas get imaginative. Tushie music is what a family in Los Angeles called flatulence. Another calls the crackling version frying eggs. Every family has its own terms for calls of nature. Some refer to it as biz overall. Excrement might be happy toads, the act of creating them a big job (as opposed to the little job of urinating). In one family defecating was called big business, urinating wets (as in ‘Dad, Dad, pull over! I’ve gotta go.’ / ‘Wets or big business?’). Since number one and number two are such sterile euphemisms for urine and faeces, one mathematician threw in a bit of education by providing his children with the square root of one and the square root of four.


If the most common reason to euphemize is as a flight to comfort, less appreciated is the fun one can have when doing so. As linguists Keith Allan and Kate Burridge observe, ‘The importance of language play among human beings has been generally ignored.’ In Forbidden Words Allan and Burridge call attention to how many substitute words – especially in the area of sex and excretion – ‘show remarkable inventiveness of either figure or form; and some are indubitably playful’.


We will see illustrations of that fact throughout this book. Lavatories, for example, inspire all sorts of elliptical expressions. Among the more imaginative of innumerable euphemisms for this room is ‘where the Queen goes on foot’. One of the great all-time rejoinders came from the pen of German composer Max Reger a century ago. In response to a critical review of his Opus 90 Sinfonietta, Reger wrote, ‘I am sitting in the smallest room of my house. I have your review before me. In a moment it will be behind me.’ Would this riposte have been as devastating (or amusing) if Reger had written ‘I’m sitting on the commode and am about to wipe my behind with your review’? I don’t think so.


Event-Based Euphemisms


After an orator in ancient Rome said it was the ‘duty’ of a freed slave to have sex with her former owner, duty became euphemistic for sex among young Romans. ‘You aren’t doing your duty by me,’ they would say, and ‘He gets a lot of duty.’


Duty was an event-based euphemism. In this common form of the genre, alluding to well-known episodes provides the basis for euphemistic allusions. In some parts of China, homosexuality was once called the passion of the cut sleeve. This referred to an ancient tale about an emperor who cut his sleeve so he could take leave of his male lover who lay asleep on that sleeve without disturbing him.


Such euphemisms have meaning only to those familiar with their context. During the 1970s, for example, discussing Uganda became a way of referring to sexual activity among swinging Londoners. This alluded to a story popular at the time that involved a young couple who made love in an upstairs bedroom during a party in someone else’s flat. When asked later what they’d been doing, the young woman said ‘Discussing the situation in Uganda.’ For a time thereafter ‘Would you care to discuss Uganda?’ was the hip Londoner’s sexual come-on.


Event-based euphemisms typically enjoy the life expectancy of a fruit fly. Most die with the memory of those around at the time, if not sooner. Only old-timers know why a fart was once known as a one o’clock in Australia (because before World War II a cannon was fired at that time of day from Fort Denison in Sydney’s harbour, a practice that did not resume for nearly half a century). And who today would refer to bed bugs as Norfolk-Howards? At one time some Britons did just that. Because bug was considered a vulgar word in Victorian England (as opposed to insect), an unfortunate Londoner named Joshua Bug wearied of the opportunities his last name presented for laughter. In 1861 Bug changed his surname to Norfolk-Howard. After this face-saving gambit was announced in The Times, he found that his new name had become euphemistic for the old one. (‘That mattress was full of Norfolk-Howards.’)


More than a century later, when in England as a Rhodes Scholar, Bill Clinton had a go at smoking marijuana. While campaigning for the presidency two decades later Clinton admitted this, but said he ‘didn’t inhale’. That became an overnight euphemism for getting high on marijuana. (‘I used to inhale when I was in college.’)


This euphemism survived somewhat longer than do most that are event-based, and can still be heard on occasion. ‘The point was to inhale,’ Barack Obama has said of his own youthful marijuana use. Another event-based euphemism that could prove durable is wardrobe malfunction. After Justin Timberlake explained that this was why Janet Jackson’s nipple was exposed when he tugged at her bodice during the halftime of Super Bowl XXXVIII, wardrobe malfunction quickly became euphemistic for exposing parts of one’s body (especially when singer Britney Spears began doing this on a regular basis). When actress Emma Watson inadvertently displayed some underwear in public, she denied that this was a Britneyesque flash, calling it more of a ‘wardrobe malfunction’.


A few years after Janet Jackson’s flash, Senator Larry Craig (Republican – Idaho) pleaded guilty to soliciting sex with an undercover police officer in the adjacent stall of an airport men’s room by tapping his toe beneath the stall divider, toe tapping became a euphemism for gay solicitation. When Craig explained that his foot appeared beneath the stall divider because he had a ‘wide stance’ while seated on a toilet, wide stance became euphemistic for closeted gay behaviour. Two years later, after North Carolina governor Mark Sanford said he was hiking the Appalachian Trail when he was actually canoodling with his mistress in Argentina, hiking the Appalachian Trail enjoyed a vogue as euphemistic for ‘having an affair’. (‘I think Jason and Amy are hiking the Appalachian Trail.’)


To keep track of such euphemisms one must be au courant news-wise. It also helps to be up on contemporary pop culture references, ones in which Steely Dan can refer either to the rock band by that name or an erect penis. An even more esoteric modern euphemism in this area is sunglasses, referring to an often-erect sunglass-wearing rock guitarist. (‘OMG! Sunglass alert!’)


Obviously euphemisms cover a lot of ground and serve many masters. How did they become such a central part of our discourse? To answer that question we must go back to the earliest known euphemisms, ones created in the caves, forests and savannahs where our ancestors found some things so frightening that they could only speak about them indirectly.





2
From Bears to Bowdlerism



Bears are scary animals. They are so scary that early northern Europeans referred to them by substitute names from fear that mentioning their actual name might summon these ferocious beings. Instead they talked of the honey eater, the licker, or the grandfather. Bear itself evolved from a euphemistic term that meant ‘the brown one’. It is the oldest known euphemism, first recorded a thousand years ago. Because the word that bear replaced was never recorded, it has disappeared.


Animals figure prominently in the history of euphemizing. It was quite common throughout the world to give feared beasts euphemistic names. This was something that late nineteenth-century anthropologists often noted. Because they believed that nearby predators had been sent by the dead to attack them, members of the Wajagga tribe near Mount Kilimanjaro in East Africa only talked of such animals elliptically. Lions were the lords from the underworld, elephants the chieftains. Alternatively, in hopes of driving elephants away with ridicule, they would call them woman’s bag since this huge animal’s hide was wrinkled and cracked like market bags used by women. Some Malays called elephants the tall ones, tigers the striped ones, crocodiles the gap-toothed thingummy-bobs. The Oraons of India’s Chota Nagpur region warily referred to tigers as long-tailed things and snakes as ropes.
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