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Lexical Relations: Some notes on euphemisms and synonyms for Av2 students
By michelle (2010)
The issue of swear words and slang and register keeps coming up, considering we are training to become lifelong learners and using authentic materials. 
Allow me to paste here some excerpts from topics I wrote about years ago! I hope they are useful so that you can develop your sensitivity to making the appropriate pick! 
Some words may be said to differ only in their emotive or evaluative meanings. Our attitude at the time of expressing ourselves determines our choices. The cognitive meaning of the word remains, but one member of a pair may have connotations not shared by the other and each word implies approval or disapproval: conservative/ fascist; love/adore; crowd/mob; pleased/delighted; stare at/gaze at; modern/up-to-date (fashionable); boring/ monotonous/tedious; politician/statesman; hide/conceal, liberty/freedom. The function of such words in language is to influence attitudes. I am firm, you are obstinate, he is a pigheaded fool (Russell). Fascist does not refer any longer to a member of a party, but indicates condemn. Emotive meanings of words varies in different societies.
Euphemisms relate to taboo on referring directly to certain subjects, depending on context and intentions: death, sex, bodily functions. Some style synonyms, like colloquial or slang expressions, are difficult to differentiate from euphemisms: Is Miss Scarlett's coming home to Tara (inspired in the novel or film Gone with the wind, by Margaret Mitchell) a euphemism for menstruation or is it a colloquial humorous expression? Classified ads and job performance reviews are full of euphemisms, for instance: artist for unrealiable, ambitious for exploitative, flexible for desperate, passionate for loud, fun for annoying. And this requires some knowledge of idiosyncracy.

	Unmarked
	Euphemism (disguising)
	Colloquiallism (informal, humorous)

	Die

Civil casualties

Kill

Drunk

Urinate

Buttocks
	fall asleep, cross the Great Divide

collateral damage

liquidate

intoxicated 

pass water, be excused

behind
	the big sleep, to bite the dust, to check out, to kick the bucket

to do (sb) in

pissed, stoned, sloshed 

piss, pee, wee, do your bizniz

bum, arse

	Euphemisms? for “I’m having my period”

	Miss Scarlett's coming home to Tara (Gone with the wind)

I'm taking Carrie to the prom (film)

I'm rebooting the Ovarian Operating System

I'm having my very own personal St. Valentine's Day Massacre

There's a volcano in the cradle of civilization

Old: the curse

I'm making flowers
	I've got my friend

I'm seducing the vampires

I'm pumping death

I'm painting the town red

Here comes the crimson tide

I'm smoking a ladies' cigar

There's blood on the saddle


The issue of synonyms is connected to collocation in the sense that not all synonyms groups are interchangeable in all contexts. Collocation was posed by Firth, who stated “you shall know a word by the company it keeps”. :D Collocation is part of the meaning of a word. It is a non-idiomatic phrase or construction, a recurrent or fixed combination. In collocation dictionaries words are explained with examples of how people use them together. Couch and sofa fall into the groups of the nearest to full synonymy. However, we can only say a couch potato, and never a sofa* potato. Rancid can modify bacon or butter, not milk. You say salt and pepper, bread and butter, and not vice versa, sweet or savoury, not sweet or salty. Sugary heroines is not sweet heroines. Collective nouns are typically collocational examples: a flock of sheep. Idioms involve special collocation, too, for meaning is opaque, this is, it cannot be deduced from the individual meaning of words, as in to kick the bucket.

Therefore, when we speak of synonymy we generally have in mind not strict synonyms but pairs of words that can replace each other in a wide range of contexts. What we commonly call synonyms are partial synonyms, because total interchangeability between words is rare, if not impossible. Meaning is mostly dependent on context, so it can only be defined accurately taking it into account. Discover and find, for instance, could be synonyms in “They found/discovered the girls smoking in the toilet”, but they cannot be considered synonyms in “Fleming discovered penicillin in 1928” or “I found my keys!”. Small change, little sister. Dictionaries offer loose synonymity (whether English-English or English-Spanish – this is not understood by learners who take these “equivalences” literally and resist to notice Language in Use matters): mature (adj.) = adult, ripe, perfect, due. Partial synonymy limits the use: mature could only replace wise if the sense was of knowledgeable, ripe if it referred to ready to eat and adult if applied to a responsible person. Furthermore, the economy trait of languages would not ever tolerate the existence of two words with exactly the same meaning. 
