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Abstract: Euphemism, as a universal linguistic phenomenon, extends far beyond simple lexical substitution; it is a profound
reflection of specific socio-cultural contexts, power structures, and psychological needs. The British ITV period drama Downton
Abbey, with its meticulous portrayal of early 20th-century British aristocracy and their servants, provides a rich case study for
the analysis of English euphemisms. This paper analyzes the series' dialogue to examine how euphemisms function within the
show's sociohistorical context. Specifically, it dissects their role as key instruments for maintaining class hierarchy, regulating
social conduct, navigating sensitive topics, and mirroring societal change. Through this analysis, the paper seeks to reveal the
intricate interplay between language and social structure.
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1. Introduction: Language as a Mirror 2. Maintaining Class Boundaries:
of Social Order Upward and Downward Linguistic

Euphemism functions as a "politeness strategy" or "cultural Strategies
shield" in human language. It involves using mild, indirect,
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vague, or refined expressions to replace terms regarded as 2.1. “Upward Euphemisms” from Servants to

rude, blunt, indecent, or potentially offensive.[l In Britain in Aristocracy

the 1910s-1920s, the period depicted in Downtown Abbey, Servants must employ extremely deferential and indirect
social hierarchies were rigid, behavioral codes intricate, and language when communicating with their masters, which in
etiquette elevated to a fine art. In this microcosm-composed itself constitutes a systematic form of euphemistic expression.
of the Earl of Grantham's family and their servants-language They cannot directly state requests, opinions, or even facts,
was not merely a tool for communication but a marker of but must resort to circumlocution. The most fundamental
identity, upbringing, and social status. Every word and action social divide in Downton Abbey lies between the aristocracy
had to conform to class expectations, and euphemism became and the servants. The use of euphemisms across these two
an essential linguistic strategy for smoothing interpersonal strata clearly demarcates an insurmountable class chasm and
relations, defusing conflict, and preserving decorum in this constitutes a rule that must be observed in their interactions.
high-pressure environment. Thus, analyzing the euphemisms Indirect Requests and Reports: When the butler, Mr.
in Downton Abbey is essentially an exercise in decoding the Carson, needs to consult Lord Robert, he would never say, "I
mindsets, values, and survival strategies of both the upper need to speak with you." Instead, he would convey through
classes and their servants during that period. Euphemism the valet, Molesley: "Please inform His Lordship that if he has
functions as a "politeness strategy" or "cultural shield" in a moment to spare, Mr. Carson would consider it a privilege
human language. It involves using mild, indirect, vague, or to consult with him." This phrasing transforms the servant's
refined expressions to replace terms regarded as rude, blunt, need into a "request” for the master's time and a "privilege,"
indecent, or potentially offensive. In Britain in the 1910s— greatly upholding the master's authority.

1920s, the period depicted in Downton Abbey, social Softening Negative Information: When conflict or scandal
hierarchies were rlgld, behavioral codes intricate, and occurs downstairs, the housekeeper, Mrs. Hughes’ or Mr.
etiquette elevated to a fine art. In this microcosm-composed Carson would use highly euphemistic diction when reporting
of the Earl of Grantham's family and their servants-language to Her Ladyship, Cora. For example, instead of stating
was not merely a tool for communication but a marker of directly "The maid Ethel is pregnant," they might say,
identity, upbringing, and social status. Every word and action "Regarding Ethel's situation, I'm afraid there are some...
had to conform to class expectations, and euphemism became complicated circumstances that require your guidance." Here,
an essential linguistic strategy for smoothing interpersonal "complicated circumstances" acts as a veil, conveying the
relations, defusing conflict, and preserving decorum in this seriousness of the information while avoiding the direct
high-pressure ~ environment.”)  Thus, analyzing the statement of a face-damaging truth, handing the "power" of
euphemisms in Downton Abbey is essentially an exercise in judgment and handling back to the lady of the house.
decoding the mindsets, values, and survival strategies of both " . "

the upper classes and their servants during that period. 2.2. "Downward Euphemisms" from

Aristocracy to Servants

The aristocracy employs euphemisms toward servants not
out of genuine respect, but rather to uphold their own self-
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image as refined "ladies and gentlemen" and to project a
condescending form of benevolence.

Softening Commands: The Dowager Countess, Violet, is a
master of downward euphemisms. She rarely issues direct
commands, preferring instead to use rhetorical questions,
sarcasm, or a tone of apparent consultation. For instance,
when wishing to dismiss someone, she might remark, “Don’t
you have something else you should be doing?” While
seemingly a question, the remark functions as a clear
instruction. This linguistic strategy enables her to avoid the
vulgarity of a blunt command, thereby preserving her
elevated social standing.

When dismissing or criticizing a servant, the aristocratic
masters consistently employ nuanced and indirect language.
A case in point is Lord Robert's approach to discharging an
errant footman: "We feel that, perhaps in another environment,
your talents might find better application." This carefully
constructed phrasing deftly sidesteps the crude finality of
"You're fired," adopting instead a veneer of solicitousness that
artfully conceals the decision's harshness while preserving the
facade of aristocratic benevolence.

2.3. Handling Sensitive Topics: The
"Unspeakable' — Sex, Death, and Money

In the Edwardian era, topics such as sex, death, disease,
money, and bodily functions were significant taboos in the
public sphere, especially among the upper classes.!
Euphemisms provided a layer of respectable clothing for
these subjects.

3. Euphemistic Expressions for Sex and
Emotion

3.1. Thematic Manifestations: Power, Sex, and
Crisis

Euphemism's dominion extended across three sensitive
domains: power relations, and financial or emotional crises.
In managing power differentials, linguistic softening allowed
inherently unequal relationships to function with apparent
smoothness. The phrase "If you please, milord" preceding a
suggestion masked the servant's agency, making advice
appear as mere reminder, thus upholding the fiction of the
master's  omnipotence. "A  Situation" and "A
Problem": Unwed pregnancy was one of the most serious
scandals of the time. The series abounds with euphemisms for
this, such as "being in trouble," "finding herself in a
situation," or "having a problem." When the maid Ethel
becomes pregnant, the entire upstairs and downstairs use
these terms to refer to it, no one daring to name it directly.

When referring to sexual acts, the aristocracy employed
abstract expressions such as “becoming his,” “having
relations,” or “overstepping the boundaries.” Even
discussions of marital intimacy were often couched in terms
like “performing wifely duties” or “sharing a bed.” Following
Lady Mary’s one-night affair with the Turkish diplomat
Kemal Pamuk, the incident is referred to within the family as
“that terrible business” or “the Pamuk situation”-its true
nature deliberately obscured. Homosexuality was considered
nearly intolerable in the society of that era, and linguistic
expression regarding it was extremely constrained. In the
series, allusions to Thomas Barrow’s homosexuality are
conveyed mostly through others’ whispers-phrases such as
“He has certain tendencies” or “his sort of thing”-as well as
through his own solitude and inner turmoil. The subject is
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almost never addressed directly, a silence that reflects the
profound depth of the social taboo.

Regarding sexuality and bodily functions, euphemism
reached its most elaborate form. The series reveals how
characters navigated the period's strict moral codes through
linguistic evasion.®] Pregnancy became "a delicate
condition," illegitimate children were "coming under
unfortunate circumstances," and sexual attraction manifested
as "taking a particular interest." These constructions allowed
the unspeakable to be acknowledged without being named,
maintaining public propriety while permitting necessary
private communication.

3.2. Linguistic Buffers for Death and Disease

Softening Death: Directly saying "die" was considered
inelegant. Characters in the series often use expressions like
"passed away," "left us," "is at rest," or "is with God." The
Dowager Violet, sensing her own impending death, tells her
son Robert, "I feel it is time [ started to prepare for... the 'final
journey'." The poetic and vague metaphor of the "final
journey" greatly mitigates the fear and pain of confronting
death directly.[®!

Avoiding Disease: Certain illnesses, particularly venereal
diseases or "mental disorders," were also addressed with
euphemisms. For example, the then-incurable syphilis might
be called "that disease." When a family member suffered a
nervous breakdown or emotional issues, it might be described
as "a nervous debility," "needing rest," or "being in poor

health."

3.3. The "Respectable" Avoidance of Money
and Commerce

When Downton Abbey faces a severe financial crisis, Lord
Robert, in discussions with his family, avoids direct
statements such as "We are nearly bankrupt." Instead, he
employs expressions like "The estate is going through a very
difficult period" or "We must face the 'situation' of the estate."
In conversations with London lawyers, terms such as
"restructuring the assets" or "adjusting the estate's portfolio"
are used to veil the embarrassment of economic distress.

Hierarchy of Professions: Those engaged in trade or
commerce were referred to as "in trade," carrying a slight
pejorative connotation, in sharp contrast to the "landed
gentry." Matthew Crawley, as a middle-class lawyer
inheriting the title, was initially seen by the Dowager as an
"embarrassment” precisely because he was associated with
"new money" and "work."

4. Reflecting Societal Change: The Ebb
and Flow of Euphemisms and the
Shift of Power

4.1. The Solidification and Challenge of Old
Euphemisms

The old aristocracy, represented by the Dowager Violet,
were the staunchest defenders of traditional euphemisms. Her
language is filled with archaic elegance and sharp wit; her
system of euphemisms is complete and tight, a fortress for
maintaining the values of the old world. However, the
younger generation, like Lady Mary and Lady Edith, begin to
show different attitudes towards these linguistic rules. Mary
is more direct and bold, especially later on, increasingly
breaking taboos and speaking directly about sex, emotion, and



the estate's economic realities, symbolizing her personal
awakening and rebellion against convention. Downton
Abbey's timeline spans the period before and after World War
I, a time of profound upheaval in British social structure. The
use of euphemisms evolved accordingly, reflecting both the
gradual loosening of the old social order and the influence of
emerging new ideas. Downton Abbey's timeline spans the
period before and after World War I, a time of profound
upheaval in British social structure. The use of euphemisms
evolved accordingly, reflecting both the gradual loosening of
the old social order and the influence of emerging new ideas.

4.2. Language Transformation Spurred by
New Ideas

World War I serves as a crucial historical backdrop in the
series, profoundly reshaping prevailing social attitudes.
Women stepped out of drawing rooms to work as nurses and
drivers (as seen with the Crawley sisters), while servants
fought alongside their masters (for instance, the chauffeur
Tom Branson). This blurring of social roles began to
undermine the rigid, class-based euphemisms that had long
governed speech. After experiencing the horrors of war,
people came to perceive death and suffering more directly,
rendering many highly embellished euphemisms inadequate.
In the postwar era, conversations grew noticeably more
straightforward-particularly on practical matters such as
marriage and careers-with the younger generation embracing
a new level of frankness.

4.3. The Dual Dimensions of Euphemism:
Upward and Downward Strategies

Within the Abbey's walls, euphemism operated along two
primary trajectories: the "downward" strategy employed by
the aristocracy towards servants, and the "upward" strategy
used by servants in addressing their masters. For the Crawley
family and their peers, euphemism served as a tool of
benevolent control. When issuing commands or expressing
disapproval, they wrapped their directives in layers of
indirectness. A simple "leave now" became "You must be
tired, why not retire for the evening?" This linguistic coating
allowed them to maintain an image of gracious authority
while ensuring obedience. The aristocracy's use of
euphemism created what sociologist Erving Goffman might
call "face-work"-preserving both their own dignified persona

and, when convenient, the fragile dignity of their subordinates.

It was power exercised with velvet gloves, where the gloves
themselves signaled superiority as much as the hand that wore
them.
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5. Conclusion: Beneath the Veil, a
Tapestry of Power and Humanity

Through an in-depth analysis of the euphemisms in
Downton Abbey, it becomes evident that this complex system
of linguistic signs transcends mere superficial politeness. It
functions as an invisible fence upholding rigid class
hierarchies, a cultural shield for navigating social taboos, and
a prism reflecting the evolution of values amid historical
currents.

Within the microcosm of Downton Abbey, euphemisms
fulfilled their social roles with precision: they enabled power
to be exercised with grace, allowed unequal relationships to
function smoothly, and provided a temporary veil for
unsettling truths. Yet as the wheels of time advanced, this
linguistic facade inevitably began to fray. The candid speech
of the younger generation acted like sharp needles, repeatedly
piercing the elegant illusions of the old world and heralding
the emergence of a more egalitarian and forthright mode of
communication-and of social relations themselves.

Ultimately, the euphemisms in Downton Abbey reveal that
language is not merely a vehicle of thought, but also a domain
where power operates and a stage upon which human nature
plays out its struggles. Lifting this genteel and elegant veil,
we glimpse a vivid, complex, and tension-filled social
panorama-one marked by both a steadfast adherence to
tradition and order, and an unyielding yearning for freedom
and authenticity. It is this very richness that allows the series
to transcend time and space, resonating deeply with audiences
to this day.
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