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Using Euphemism Towards Death 

and Cancer in Iraqi Arabic Spoken 

in Al-Anbar Province 
  

   
A B S T R A C T     

The present study is an attempt to investigate how the speakers 

of Iraqi Arabic in AL-Anbar use euphemism for death and cancer in 

their social interactions. The sample consisted of 50 participants 

(males and females) who live in AL-Anbar and chosen randomly. 

The age average was between 20-60 years old. The used instrument 

for data collection was a questionnaire that consisted of 15 questions 

with 3-5 given answers. The findings revealed that the speakers of 

Iraqi Arabic in AL-Anbar use euphemism an alternative to direct 

expressions that shock and insult the addressees. The study revealed 

that the use of euphemism in AL-Anbar is also based on Islamic 

principles. 
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1. Introduction: 

People around the world have languages in which they can 

communicate with each other. Through language, they can demonstrate 

their identities, and represent how they view the world they live in. 

Language reflects their social and cultural aspects within their societies 

(Ghounane, 2013). Thus, in order to understand a language and make 

successful social relationships with its speakers, it is needed to recognize 

their social culture to help the speakers to use the language appropriately 

and politely (Hammodi, 2018).  
 

1.1. Politeness & Euphemism: 

Politeness is an important element in human daily interaction as it 

enables speakers to communicate and interact smoothly and appropriately 

by showing respect and concern to others’ feelings. Speakers can use 

politeness to mitigate the “negative effects” and enforce the “positive 

effects” of what they say to the hearers (Cruse, 2006, p.131). Politeness 

helps to minimize the breakdown between the addressees which may cause 

misunderstanding, and it facilitates the way people communicate with each 

other (Lakoff, 1990). 

Politeness Theory of Brown and Levinson is the most famous one. 

It gives much attention to the concept of ‘face’ which is defined as the 

“public self-image that every member wants to claim for himself” (Brown 

& Levinson, 1987, p.61). Thus, speakers should take care to save their and 

the addressees’ face (Wardhaugh & Fuller, 2015). 

In order to show politeness when talking about sensitive or tabooed 

topics, people tend to use indirect linguistic ways through daily 

communication to avoid causing offences or insults for others. 

Accordingly, euphemism is a crucial tool that people use to save their 

social relationships (Seger, 2019). Euphemism allows speakers to use new 

expressions and words to substitute impolite or unacceptable ones to talk 

about social topics and categories of communication which are considered 

sensitive, shameful, embarrassing or unpleasant (Khanfar, 2012). 
 

1.2. Death & Cancer Euphemisms: 

Death and cancer are two unpleasant topics people strive to avoid 

talking about directly. Instead, they try to use alternative euphemistic 

expressions and phrases. In relation to death, in English, for example, 

speakers use ‘passed away’ as an alternative expression of ‘died’ to avoid 

shocking the hearers (BaniMofarrej & Al-Haq, 2015). Death is related to 

the human instinct of fear as people do not like to lose the ones they love 

and they fear of corrupting their bodies. That means death is a “fear-based 

taboo” (Allan &Burridge, 1991, p.153).  
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Speakers recognize through the knowledge of their language that 

talking about death directly is considered socially impolite since it may 

insult, harm or shockthe hearers. Therefore, they try to use euphemisms to 

substitute direct expressions when communicating about death (Williams, 

1975).  

In Arabic, there are various euphemistic expressions people use to 

mention death in their speech. For example, instead of saying (مات) ‘died’, 

they prefer saying (ه مة لللل ى رل  .’he moved to the mercy of God‘ (انتقللإل

Instead of saying (ا  يت) ‘the dead’, they say: (ا فقيد) ‘the missed’. Using 

such indirect expressions allow the speakers to communicate freely about 

death (Seger, 2019). 

For cancer, people also avoid pronouncing the term (سرطان) ‘cancer’ 

directly, they substitute it by saying (هذاكلا  رض) ‘that disease’ or (مرضل

 malignant disease’ to express themselves freely about this disease‘ (خبيث

(Yousif, 2017). Cancer is a fatal disease in the world since it causes death 

for the patient, therefore, people feel uncomfortable to talk about it directly 

and consider it a taboo (ibid: 2019). 

1.3. Iraqi Arabic variety of Al-Anbar: 

This study is an attempt to investigate the use of death and cancer 

euphemisms in the Iraqi Arabic variety that is used specifically in AL-

Anbar province.AL-Anbar is the largest province in Iraq which lies on the 

Euphrates River and constitutes the Western part of Iraq (Al-Jassim, 2016).  

As it is known, Iraqi Arabic is classified into two dialects; qǝltu and gilit. 

The two dialects are derived from the Arabic verb ‘qultu’ which means ‘I 

said’ (Versteegh, 1997). The dialect of gilit is considered of a nomadic type 

(Al-Wer& De Jong, 2009).  

As native speakers of Iraqi Arabic, the researchers of the current 

study have noticed that most people of AL-Anbaruse the dialect of gilit, 

like the people of Baghdad, whereas some towns such as Heet, A’ana and 

Rawa use qultu dialect. Additionally, it is important to mention that the 

researchers noticed that the influence of the Islamic religion on how the 

people use the language in contexts is very clear since the majority of 

citizens are Muslims. 
 

2. Definition of Euphemism: 

The origin of the term ‘euphemism’ is Greek, “eu” refers to “good”, 

while “phemi” means “speaking”. The entire term means “speaking well” 

(McArthur, 1992, p.387). Euphemism is “an inoffensive expression 

substituted for another that may offend or suggest something unpleasant” 

(Merriam Webster, 1989). It is “a mild or indirect word or expression 

substituted for one considered to be harsh or blunt when referring to 
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something unpleasant or embarrassing” (New Oxford Dictionary of 

English, 1998, p.634). Euphemism substitutes an expression that looks 

offensive by another smooth one.  

The main aim of using euphemism through social communication is 

to save and enforce the social relationships among speakers because 

without using euphemisms, languages become imperfect tool of 

communication (Enright, 1985).  

In Arabic, the term ‘metonymy’ (كلليللا للل) is so close to the term 

‘euphemism’ in English. Other Arabic terms of euphemism could be 

discussed under the terms; (ا تلطف) ‘euphemism’ and ( ا  حسل لا لفي) ‘verbal 

beautification’ (Khadra & Hadjer, 2017). By using (ا كيلا لل) ‘metonymy’, 

the Arabic speakers can hide unpleasant expressions by using accepted and 

pleasant ones (Al-Mubarid, 1997).  
 

3. Previous Studies: 

Many Arabic studies have been conducted by Arabic researchers to 

investigate the use of euphemism in the Arabic societies. Al-Azzeh (2010) 

investigated the use of euphemism in the Jordanian society. She attempted 

to shed lights on the euphemisms the Jordanian speakers of Arabic use to 

talk about taboos such as death, disability, sex and dangerous diseases. Her 

study revealed that the Jordanians employ various euphemisms to talk 

about the mentioned taboos through their everyday communication. She 

found that most of the speakers use the euphemism (أعطاكلع ره) ‘he gave 

you his life’ highly to refer to the death of someone, whereas the direct 

term of cancer (سرطان) ‘Cancer’ was mostly used. 

Al-Moayidi (2018) tried to study how the speakers of two Saudi 

regional dialects use euphemisms through talking about tabooed topics 

such as death, body parts and sex. The study concluded that the Saudi 

speakers give much attention to others’ feelings as they use various 

strategies during their daily communication. One of these strategies is 

using euphemisms in order to show politeness and avoid directness when 

communicating about the tabooed topics. He stated that the Saudi speakers 

try to use many euphemisms to talk about death. For example, they use 

 God remembered him/her’ which indicates that someone has‘ (مبيالافتكره)

died.  

Ghounune (2013) investigated the attitudes of the speakers of 

Tlemcen in Algeria towards topics such as death and sex which are 

categorized as taboos in the Algerian Arabic variety. The study has found 

out that the use of taboos varies from a speaker to another as there are some 

social factors that influence such use, such as age, gender and level of 

education. Also, it was revealed that most of the speakers tend to use 
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euphemistic expression as a polite strategy through interaction with others. 

The researcher also has noticed that death, for example, is not considered 

a taboo for some of the speakers in which they use some terms of death 

directly such as (ا  يت) ‘the dead’ or (ا  وت) ‘death’. 
 

4. Methodology: 

4.1. The Participants: 

The participants of this study were 50 native speakers of Iraqi Arabic 

in AL-Anbar province. They were 25 males and 25 females. The average 

of their age was between 20-60 years.  
 

4.2. Data Collection and Analysis: 

The study adopted a quantitative research method. The data of this 

study was collected through a questionnaire which consisted of two 

sections. The first section included introductory information about the aim 

of the study and demographic questions. The second section consisted of 

13 closed-ended items with 4 given answers. The participants have been 

asked to add other expressions they may use in their communication. The 

questions concentrated on death and cancer euphemisms which are used by 

the speakers of Iraqi Arabic in Al-Anbar province. The answers have been 

conducted since they are native speakers of Arabic and live in AL-Anbar 

itself. The data have been collected and encoded, and then analyzed 

descriptively into the computer software Statistical Package for Social 

Science SPSS.   
 

5. Discussion: 

In this section, the findings of the study are shown and explained 

according to the frequencies of each question depends on the responses of 

the participants to the questions of the designed questionnaire. Each 

question was given three to five responses. 

Table 5.1 

Expression لدائ ا ل لبعضلالأةيانل لنادما ل لأبدا ل

Frequency 17 20 7 6 
 

The first question in the questionnaire was (هإلتستخدملعباماتلتلطيفيللل

ا  وتعيدلا حد ثلع لل ) ‘Do you use euphemisms towards death’. As shown in 

the table above, 17 of the participants always use euphemisms, 20 of them 

sometimes use euphemisms, 7 of them rarely use euphemisms, and 6 

participants never use euphemisms for talking about death. From this 

finding, it was revealed that most of the participants always or sometimes 

try use euphemisms in their talking about death. 

Table 5.2 

Expression لا  توفر لا  يت لا  رةوم لا راةإل لعباماتلأخرىل
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Frequency 11 4 28 5 1 
 

The second question was (كيفلتصفلا شخصلا  يتلعيدمالتتحدثلعيه) ‘How 

do you describe a dead person’. As in the table above, 11 of the participants 

used the euphemism (ا  توفر), 4 participants did not use euphemisms by 

selecting (ا  يت) that is a direct expression, 28 participants used (ا  رةوم), 

and 5 participants used (ا راةإ). The finding here showed that most of the 

participants try to use euphemism to describe a dead one.  

Table 5.3 

Expression لانتقإلى رلمة لله لخلصتلخبزته لماتل لاجت لساعته لاتلأخرىلعبام

Frequency 27 4 7 5 6 
 

The third question was (كيفلتعبرلع لموتلشخصلمال) ‘How do you talk 

about the action of someone dying’. The table above shows that 27 

participants euphemize their expression by saying (ه مة لل ى رل  4 ,(انتقإل

participants chose the euphemism (خلصتلخبزته), 7 participants used a direct 

expression (مات), and 5 participants used the euphemism (ساعته  ,(اجت ل

whereas 6 participants used other euphemisms. The finding here shows that 

most of the participants try to use euphemisms to talk about someone death. 

Table 5.4 

Expression لانقتإ لاستشهد لقدملةياتهلف لسبيإلا وط ل لطلعتلموةهلبا حربل لعباماتلأخرىل

Frequency 11 37 1 0 0 
 

The fourth question was (كيفلتتحدثلع لشخصلماتلمقتولا لف لا حرب) ‘How 

do you talk about someone who was killed in the war’. The table above 

shows that 11 participants chose the direct expression (انقتإ), 37 participants 

chose the euphemism (استشهد), and only one participant chose the 

euphemism ( ا وط سبيإل ف ل ةياتهل  The finding shows that most of the .(قدمل

participants use euphemism to talk about someone who was killed in war.  

Table 5.5 

Expression لآخرلالأةزانل لا بقيللبحياتكمل لهل رةملموتاكمل أةس لهلعزاءكم لعباماتلأخرىل

Frequency 12 22 15 0 1 
 

Question five was (بأيلعبامةلتعزيلأهإلا  يتل) ‘Which sentence do you 

use to express your condolences to the family of the dead’. Table 5.5 shows 

that 12 participants preferred the euphemism (آخرلالأةزان), 22 participants 

chose (ا بقيللبحياتكم), 15 participants chose (أةس لهلعزاءكم), and no one chose 

the sentence which includes the term of death (موتاكم  even it is (هل رةمل

considered a euphemism. This finding suggests that the participants tried 

not only to euphemize their condolences, but also, they strived to eliminate 

mentioning death.    

Table 5.5 

Expression لميته ل ل يازعل لساعاتهلمعدودةل لبآخرلأنفاسهل لعباماتلأخرىل

Frequency 12 9 6 16 5 
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The sixth question was (كيفلتعبرلع لشخصلعلرلفراشلا  وت) ‘How do 

you express about someone who is about to die’. Table 5.5 shows that 12 

participants did not pay attention to euphemize their expression by 

choosing ( ميته), 9 participants also chose a direct expression (يازع ), 6 

participants used the euphemism (معدودة  and 16 participants used ,(ساعاتهل

the euphemism (بآخرلأنفاسه). The finding shows that most of the participants 

strived to use euphemisms to this human state as it causes fear and 

depression for them.  

Table 5.7 

Expression ل يعونلفلان ل ذ عونلخبرلموته ل بلغونلبوفاته لعباماتلأخرىل

Frequency 9 28 8 4 
 

The seventh question was (كيفلتعبرلع لخبرلموتلشخصٍلمال) ‘how to tell 

people about someone dying’. This question was given three choices, as 

well as, if there are other expressions. 9 participants used the euphemism 

 ,( ذ عونلخبرلموته) participants used the common euphemism 28 ,( يعللونلفلان)

8 participants used the euphemism (بوفاته  and 4 participants also ,( بلغونل

suggested other euphemisms. This finding reveals that the participants used 

euphemisms when they wanted to inform about someone death. This state 

of death informing is common in Iraq in general, when someone dies, 

people begin to tell each other formally and informally face-to-face, calling 

the informing via mosques speakers, and by social media applications such 

as Facebook. It is shown that the participants tend to use euphemism in this 

situation. 

Table 5.8 

Expression لترملتّل لماتلمجلهال لفامقهالزوجهال لخلاهالوماح لعباماتلأخرىل

Frequency 29 15 2 3 1 
 

The eighth question was (كيفلتتحدثلع لزوجللماتلزوجهال) ‘How to talk 

about a widow woman’. Table 5.8 shows that most of the participants (29) 

used the euphemism (ترملت), 15 used a direct expression (مجلهال  2 ,(ماتل

participants chose the euphemism (زوجهال  and 3 participants chose (فامقهال

 as a euphemism. The finding shows that most of the participants (خلاهالوماح)

tended to use euphemism. The term (أممللل) is common in Iraqi Arabic since 

the speakers try to treat the woman who loses her husband kindly and 

mercifully because they recognize that this woman is going to face the 

difficulties of life alone without a husband. This kindness includes paying 

much attention to calling such a woman, therefore, they use this term as a 

euphemism. 

Table 5.9 

Expression لماحل دفيوه ماحل قبروه لماحل ط وهلبا تراب لماحل  ثواهلالأخير لعباماتلأخرىل

Frequency 0 28 0 19 3 
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The ninth question was ( ى رلل تشييعهل تمل تتحدثلع لشخصلميتل ا  قبرةكيفل ) 

‘How do you talk about transferring a dead body to the cemetery’. Table 

5.9 shows that 28 participants preferred the euphemism (ماحل دفيوه), 19 

participants preferred the euphemism (ماحل  ثواهلالأخير), and 3 participants 

chose other expressions. It is shown in the table that the participants did 

not prefer direct expressions such as (ماحل قبروه) and (با تراب  in (ماحل ط وهل

which they are harsh expressions. This shows that the participants try to 

use smooth expressions to talk about transferring a dead body to the 

cemetery. It is important to mention that such those harsh direct 

expressions are used when talking about the death of hated or unwanted 

people. 

Table 5.10 

Expression للالقدمّلهل للالس حلهل لبعيدلا شرلعيهل للالأستخدملأ ا لميها لعباماتلأخرىل

Frequency 11 24 6 3 6 
 

The tenth question was (مباشر بشكإل تشيرل ل وتل عيدمال تستخدمل عبامةل  (أيل

‘which expression do you use when you mention death directly’. It is 

shown from the table above that 11 participants chose (ه قدمّل  24 ,(لال

participants chose ( لس حلهلا ), 6 participants chose (بعيدلا شرلعيه), whereas 3 

participants preferred (لالأستخدملأ ا لميهال) as they do not use any of the above 

expressions. This finding suggests that the participants added warm 

expressions to mitigate talking about future bad news towards death. 

Table 5.11 

Expression لخطيللبعدهلجاهإ لمالشافلش لم لةياتهل لماتلصغيرل لطيرلم لطيوملا جيل لعباماتلأخرىل

Frequency 21 4 5 18 2 
 

The eleventh question was (كيفلتتحدثلع لشخصلماتلوهولصغيرلبا ع رل) 

‘How to talk about the death of a small boy’. It is shown in Table 5.11 that 

most of the participants tried to use euphemisms to talk about the death of 

a small boy, as 21 participants preferred (جاهإ بعدهل  participants 18 ,(خطيلل

preferred (طيرلم لطيوملا جيل), and 4 participants chose ( م لةياتهمالشافلش لل ), 

while only 5 participants chose a direct expression (ماتلصغير). This finding 

shows that the participants strived to euphemize their expressions in this 

situation. 

Table 5.12 

Expression لدائ ا ل لبعضلالأةيانل لنادما ل لأبدا ل

Frequency 24 14 4 7 
 

Question number 12 in the questionnaire was (هإلتستخدملعباماتلتلطيفيللل

 .’Do you use euphemisms to talk about cancer‘ (عيدلا حد ثلع لمرضلا سرطان

The majority of the participants always (24) or sometimes (14) use 

euphemisms to talk about cancer, 4 participants responded that they rarely 
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use cancer euphemisms and 7 participants never use euphemisms in this 

category of communication.  

Table 5.13 

Expression لهذاكلا  رض لسرطان لمرضلخبيثل لا ل لمال تس ر لعباماتلأخرىل

Frequency 16 11 21 1 1 
 

The thirteenth question was (ا سرطانل تس  لمرضل  What do you‘ (ماذال

call caner’. Table 5.13 shows that 16 participants used euphemism (هذاكلل

 participants did not prefer to euphemize their expression by 11 ,(ا  رض

using the direct term of this disease (سرطان), 21 participants preferred the 

euphemism (خبيث  and only one participant chose the euphemism ,(مرضل

مال تس ر)  This finding shows that most of the participants avoided .(ا ل ل

mentioning the disease of cancer directly. 

Table 5.14 

Expression ل حامبلا سرطان ل ضربلكي ياوي لجلساتلىشعاعلل اخذل لمر ضلود تعا ج لعباماتلأخرىل

Frequency 10 15 8 16 1 

The fourteenth question was (ا سرطان م ل ع لشخصل تعا جل تتحدثل  (كيفل

‘How do you talk about a patient gets cancer treatment’. Table 5.14 shows 

that 10 participants euphemized their expression by using (حامبلا سرطان ), 

15 participants did not use euphemism by choosing (كي ياوي  8 ,( ضربل

participants also used a direct expression ( ل أخذ ىشعاعل جلساتل ), and 16 

participants used euphemism (مر ضلود تعا ج). It is important to say that the 

cancer patient who attends treatment sessions for cancer becomes very 

sensitive due to the side effects which follow the sessions such as hair fall 

and nervous mood.  

It was expected that the participants were aware to this reality but it 

was revealed that many of them did not euphemize their expressions. 

Globally, the usual used euphemism for this action is ‘fighting cancer’ but 

for the participants of this study, this euphemism was not used much.    

Table 5.15 

Expression لأنتلبطإ،للالتيأس
لالتقلق،لمحيللل

لوتعدي

 شافيك،لتوكإلهل

لعلرله

لالأستخدملأيل

لعبامةلتشجيعيلل
لعباماتلأخرىل

Frequency 9 9 28 2 2 

The last question in the questionnaire was (ماله لا عبامةلا ت لتستخدمهالل

 What do you use to encourage a cancer patient’. The‘ ( تشجيعلمر ضلا سرطان

table above shows that most of the participants used the expression (هلل

 ,(أنتلبطإ،للالتيأسل) with 28 responses, 9 participants chose ( شافيك،لتوكإلعلرله

9 participants chose (لالتقلق،لمحيللوتعدي), and only 2 participants responded 

that they do not use any encouraging expression. This finding demonstrates 

that most of the participants preferred to use encouraging terms to 

encourage the patients of cancer. 
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6. Conclusions: 

Based on the findings of study, it could be concluded that the 

speakers in AL-Anbar try to use euphemisms in various categories in their 

communication. Particularly, the use of euphemism for talking about death 

and cancer is highly touchable since those two categories are considered 

taboos and should not be mentioned directly among the addressees in order 

to keep themselves safe from being shocked or afraid.  

It could be said that both death and cancer are related to fear in which 

death means losing close people and cancer, as it is common, leads to death. 

So, the two topics cause sadness and fear to the speakers and hearers if they 

communicate freely and directly about those topics.  

According to this fact, the speakers in Al-Anbar try to use alternative 

expressions to talk about death and cancer issues indirectly. For death, their 

linguistic choices are directed to expressions which are not only indirect 

expressions but also, they are based on religious concepts since the society 

follows the Islamic principles and believe in the life after death. For 

example, the speakers use (انتقإلى رلمة للهل) as an alternative expression to 

 This expression is not solely used as a euphemism, but it also gives .(مات)

a smooth meaning that this is not the end of the dead’s life but he 

transferred to the mercy of God, and this idea leads the thought of the 

hearer that the dead will find more merciful and peaceful place than that in 

his life.  

This is also found in preferring the euphemism (استشهد) ‘martyred’ 

for the soldier who was killed in wars. The word (شهيد) is religious in itself. 

It is found in Islamic and even Christian religions. This use reflects the 

positive effect of the religion in how the speakers in AL-Anbar use their 

language. 

For cancer, calling this disease by its direct name is related to fear in 

AL-Anbar. Therefore, the speakers try to avoid talking or mentioning 

cancer directly by using alternative expressions such as (ا  رض  or (هذاكل

 At the same time, the speakers believe that encouraging the .(مرضلخبيثل)

cancer patients by using positive expressions is what the society should 

present for the patients to help them to face the pain of cancer as a self-

support.  

Lastly, it was found that the speakers are not so aware to the negative 

effects of the cancer treatment sessions that the patients get through the 

journey of the disease. It is noticed that the use of direct expressions such 

as (ضربلكي ياوي ) and ( جلساتلىشعاعلل أخذ ) is common in the social language. 

It could be concluded for this point that the speakers of Iraqi Arabic in AL-

Anbar need more awareness about the hard physical and emotional 

problems that the patients face during the treatment sessions.   
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