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The Death Euphemisms in Kazakh language
and their sociocultural interpretation

Talking about death has been a taboo subject in many societies and cultures, including the Kazakh culture.
One of the most common ways to talk about death is through the use of euphemisms. The research aims to
determine the most common euphemisms that Kazakh people use to describe death, and explore how their
meanings reflect common socio-cultural beliefs about the notion of death. The descriptive survey model and
the summative content analysis method are used to collect and analyse data. The connotations of the euphe-
misms are explored, and the Kazakh people’s cultural beliefs were interpreted and discussed in the context of
the “death” euphemisms. As a result of the research, it is shown that the euphemisms that convey “death”
used by Kazakh people correlate with their socio-cultural beliefs, often based on religion.
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Introduction

The subject of death has been one of the most common themes across communities over the centuries
across the world. It is the rule of nature that has remained unchanged over human history. It might be be-
cause of this reason that death has an important place in a nation’s culture with its different beliefs. These
beliefs shaped the people’s attitude towards death and were also reflected in literature, art, and social interac-
tions. As in many societies, among Kazakhs death and the dead carry significant meaning to people.

Nevertheless, in Kazakh culture death has been a taboo, which should not be broached too directly.
While this lack of straightforwardness can be attributed to superstitious beliefs or social norms of politeness,
it remains unclear whether this is because of the death denial or making it sound less hurtful and severe.
There is a Kazakh tradition of “estirtu”, which means “making someone hear”. It is a tradition when some-
one’s close one dies; it should be told to him/her by someone trustworthy and authoritative by a song or a
poem, metaphors, etc. Many examples of this have reached this day, through which we can see the notions
old Kazakh people held about death, especially of their close ones. One thing that can be deduced from the
past to the present is that people seldom used the words “died” and “death” directly. This trend continues to
this day, as can be scenin the traditional media or everyday language. Kazakh people have found many ways
to express death without explicitly mentioning it for different purposes. One of these ways is the use of eu-
phemisms.

According to R. Slovenko, euphemisms can be defined as “speaking with good words” or “in a pleasant
manner” [9: 533]. They function as a way to avoid unpleasant or painful subjects [8]. Euphemisms are used
to substitute offensive or taboo words with more inoffensive terms and are more commonly used in cultural
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areas considered taboo by the society and thus tend to reflect its beliefs and cultural norms. It can be seen
that death is a common topic that is usually substituted by euphemisms [3: 412]. It is debatable whether these
euphemisms that replace the word “death” and “died” have a positive effect on the receiving end. The re-
search focuses on determining the most common euphemisms that people use to describe death and explore
how the formation of and meanings behind these euphemisms reflect common beliefs about the concept of
death the Kazakh people hold.

Materials and Methods

The descriptive survey model was used to determine the data trends and patterns in the use of euphe-
misms by Kazakh people. By combining certain aspects of both qualitative and quantitative observation, this
method is ideal for this study to find the quantitative results of the conducted research and interpret the find-
ings using summative content analysis. To obtain the data of different variations of euphemism people used
to convey the subject of death surveys were conducted.

Data collection

In order to obtain the content for analysis a survey was used to determine how a person would inform
someone of someone’s death. The answers were gathered and categorised by their contextual meanings and
interpretation. The survey consisted of 1 open-end question. The question asked from participants was:
“How would you inform a person of someone’s death?” Participants were given 5 minutes to fill in the sur-
vey anonymously, and 50 people responded. The participants replied via an online survey application, and
there were overall 252 different answers collected. The responses were transferred to the data analytics soft-
ware.

Data analysis

The collected data was analysed through a qualitative summative content analysis approach [7: 1284].
The frequency and number of the euphemisms were counted, and their contextual use and interpretation were
discussed. First, frequency analysis was conducted on the data obtained from the survey. Next, the results
were classified according to their meaning using the content analysis method and their interpretations were
presented according to the beliefs in Kazakh culture.

Results and Discussion

After the collected data was analysed it was divided into categories according to the euphemisms’ con-
ceptual meanings. The following results were obtained. The categories will be individually analysed below.

Table 1
Categories of euphemisms used in the context of “death”
Death euphemisms Frequency Percentage, %
Journey/Gone 51 20,24
Return 42 16,67
To the other world 36 14,29
Eternity 33 13,10
Closed eyes 28 11,11
Fate 21 8,33
Soul 16 6,35
Other 25 9,92
252 100,00

In the context of “giving the news of death”, the participants mainly chose the euphemism in the form
of “gone somewhere” or use words that convey the meaning of “journey”. The next in frequency was the
interpretation of death as “return”, which implies that a person is gone to a place in which he has been be-
fore. There were also cases when the participants chose not to use any euphemisms and directly mention the
death.
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a. Death as a journey

Table 2
Euphemisms used to describe death as a “journey”
JKypim ketTi
Gone Kerri 8
Orin keTTi
Gone from the world Jysueaen orti 16

JlyHueneH o31s1
Set off to an irreversible journey Kaiitmac canmapra aTTaHsl 5
Carmapra aTTaHIbl
Carmap mekTi

Gone to another world Backa omemre keTTi 1
AcTiaHFa YIIbIT KeTTi

Set off to journey

Flew to the sky AcmanFa YIuTsI ’
Gone from this life eM?pHeH — v
OMip/ieH 0311561
51

As shown in the table above, there were many variations of euphemisms that conveyed the meaning of
“journey” (51). This category was the most widely used among participants and can be divided into other
numerous subcategories according to the meaning they carry. Nevertheless, from these euphemisms that
were used to replace the word “death” it can be deducted that people believe death to be a continuation or a
start of a journey and not a point of destruction or start of being non-existent. The euphemisms “gone from
the life” (17) and “gone from the world” (16) can be interpreted that people believe there to be “another
world”, which is clearly presented in another variation of “gone to another world”. The word “gone” and its
various original Kazakh counterparts (8) carry the meaning that a person has moved from one place to anoth-
er, which implies that when a person dies, he goes to a specific place and does not stop existing. We can
conclude that this category of interpretation of death strongly suggests that there is a wide belief in some
kind of afterlife among Kazakh people, which reflects in their choice of words.

b. Death as return

Table 3
Euphemisms used to describe death as a “return”
Returned KaIfTHC 6o1bI 34
KaiTTe 2
42

The phrase “kaitreic 6omapr” (34) is the most common phrase used to describe the death of a person.
The root of the word is the verb “kaitt”, which means “go back, return”. The word “kairrer” is literally
translated as “returned”, “went back”. The use of these words to describe death means that the deceased per-
son went somewhere he had been to before, presumably before coming to this world. This category further
insinuates that not only there is an afterlife, but it is a place of return, a place not unfamiliar to humankind.
These phrases hold significant meaning, and it can be seen from their everyday use that this meaning carries

significant weight in the Kazakh culture.

c. Death as going to “the other world”

Table 4
Euphemisms used to describe death as a “the other world”
O ayHuere aTTaHabl 17
Gone/Made way/Went off to the other/further/that world O nyHuere KeTTi 4 |28
ApFBI AYHHUETE aTTaH bl 6
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Continuation of table 4

AHa JYHUETe JKOJI CAJIJIBI 1 |
Became otherworldly O nayHuemiK 60JIbI 7
Gone to the place of Allah (God) AJUTaHBIH MEKEHIHE KEeTTi 1
36

Another category of euphemisms that represent “death” is “the other world”. The reason it was separat-
ed from the category that conveys death as a “journey” is that while the first category includes all the phrases
that have a content of going to some indefinite place, this category directly mentions what place that is i.e.,
“the other world” (35). Therefore, considering the contextual frame of Kazakh cultural and religious beliefs,
we can confidently say that they believe there to be two worlds: this world and another one to which all peo-
ple go when they die. There is also a euphemism “gone to the place of Allah” (1), which further reinforces
the idea of the existence of another world, as well as the divine nature of that world. This euphemism sug-
gests the belief in god and that there is a continuation of life in the other world, and that it is ruled by god.

d. Death as eternal place

Table 5
Euphemisms used to describe death through the concept of “eternity”
Baxwnra arragasl 12
Bbaxwnra xerTi 2 (18
. b 0
Gone/Went off /to eternity, eternal world, eternal place; became eternal aKHH.HK OJLAET
MOoHTri TyHHere aTTaH bl 10
MoHrire Kerri 1 (14
MoHTr1IiK MEKEHTE aTTaHIbI 3
Parted with the temporary world IToHM AyHHUEMEH KOIITACTHI 1
33

The portrayal of death through the subject of “eternity” is another common method as seen from partic-
ipants’ answers. Two translations of the word “eternity”, “moHri” and “6aku”, which are synonyms, and the
words derived from them were used to express the notion of death being eternal. There was also a phrase
“ITorn nynuemen komractel” (Parted with the temporary world), which, while does not express the eternity
of the other world, suggests it by saying that this world is temporary while the other is, on the contrary, eter-
nal. This category of euphemisms shows people’s belief in the eternity and finality of death, compared to
other forms of beliefs, like reincarnation.

e. Death through “closing eyes”
Table 6

Euphemisms used to describe death as “closing eyes”

[Closed his/her eye(s) [Ko3 xymmsr [28 |

The phrase “ke3 >xymasr” is a widely-used euphemism to inform of someone’s passing. This metonymy
conveys a lighter meaning and attempts to conceal the gravity of death. While it does not directly connotate
any form of religious belief, closing a deceased person's eyes is considered a form of respect and tribute to
the person and his death [1: 108].

f. Death through “fate”

Table 7
Euphemisms used to describe death as “fate”
He found what was predestinated Kaza Gonnpr 8 16
Kasza Tantel 8
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Continuation of table 7

AdKaJT KYIIITHI 3 5
Askanel Keni 2

21

The fated time of death caught/came to him/her

The category of phrases that convey the meaning of death as an occurrence that was meant to happen
strongly suggest people’s belief in predestination or preordainment. It is a form of determinism, a theological
determinism to be exact, which means that it is a belief that everything happens with the will and knowledge
of the divine being or god. “Ka3a” and “axan” are specific terms native to the religion of Islam that were
presumably borrowed and integrated into Kazakh word bank. The word “ka3a”, according to the Islamic be-
lief, contextually translated as “fate”, can be defined as the fact that god has long known and determined the
time, place, features, and how things will happen in the world. Additionally, the word “axain” can be defined
as “the predestinated duration of life and time of death of a person”. Therefore, these euphemisms show that
people believe death to be god’s will and that there is a particular predetermined time specific to every per-
son.

g. Death through the “soul”

Table 8
Euphemisms used to describe death through the notion of “soul”
Kan camgsr
His/her soul departed/was given JKaH TanceIpabt 12 |15
JKaHbI HIBIKTBI
Azrael took his/her soul O3ipeis )KaHbIH aJIIbI 1
16

According to The Encyclopedia Britannica, the soul is an “immaterial aspect or essence of a human be-
ing” and a “part of the individual which partakes of divinity and often is considered to survive the death of
the body” [5]. Many religions have different notions about the essence of human being, and the soul is a
common topic in theology. The belief that the soul departs the human body after death is common in several
religions. From these euphemisms it can be seen that Kazakh people also have adopted this belief that there
is a separate spiritual essence of human being that is temporarily contained in the body until person’s death.
The euphemism “Azrael took his/her soul”, in which “Azrael” is defined as an “angel of death” in some reli-
gions, most important of them being Islam and Judaism [4], further strengthens this interpretation, as it signi-
fies that people believe in the religious beliefs of Judaism or Islam, and it shows in the figures of speech of
Kazakh people. It can be assumed that the religion in question is Islam, considering the fact that Judaism is
an ethnic religion of Jewish people [6], and Kazakh people have been predominantly considered a Muslim
ethnicity [2].

h. Other
Table 9
Other euphemisms used to describe death

Onni 6
Died, became dead, deceased MepT 6oB!1 5 14

Mapkym 60JITbI 3
His/her life was finished; lost his/her life Owipi OiTTi 21 5

OMipiHeH alpBIIIbI 5
He/she is no more Enmi ok 4
25

This category includes the phrases that did not fit into any other category by their meaning. It can be
seen that usually, these phrases are synonyms of the word “died” or its other prototypes that have different
word choice and structure. Thus, they do not carry any contextual meaning that can be analyzed in the con-
text of cultural beliefs.
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Conclusion

One of the most painful truths that a person can accept is death. It is also one of the most painful mes-
sages to deliver. This delivery can be done in various ways, and often it is carried out indirectly, using some
tools to soften the harsh truth or convey some additional meaning behind the words. One of those tools, and
the one discussed in this paper, is euphemisms used to define death. The conducted research based on eu-
phemisms used in the Kazakh language and Kazakh religious beliefs as sociocultural factor shows that the
way people talk about and deliver the news of death often correlates with the spiritual beliefs of the people.
The semantic formation of the euphemisms that Kazakh language speakers use in the context of “death”
mainly has its roots in widely accepted cultural beliefs and concepts regarding death. In the course of the
study the category in which the word “death” was most euphemistically used was its description as “jour-
ney”, and the specific phrase with which Kazakh people tend to describe death was “return”. Other notions
that Kazakh people seem to hold about death as discovered by the research were that death was eternal, that
the soul is departed from the body at the moment of death, and that death was predestinated by God.

These results can be used for further research in the fields of psycholinguistics and discourse analysis.
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K.A. Kuikm, 2./[. CyneitmenoBa

Ka3zak tiitinaeri «esaim» co3ine 3BdeMusmaep xIHe 0J1apaAbIH
3J1IeyMeTTiK-Md/IeH! TYPFbIIaH TAJIIaHYbI

OmiM TakbIPBIOBI Ka3aK XAJIKBIMEH KaTap KONTereH KOFaM MEH MOJACHHETTep YIIIH amblK aHThUIMaiTBIH
TaKpIppll  OoNbI  TaObuTambpl. OniMIOl TamKpulay MeEH JKeTKi3y YVIOIH KeIl jKarjaiga sBdemusmuep
KOJIIaHbIIaAbl. 3epTTey JKYMBICHI Ka3aKTap apachlHIa 6JiMJAI CHIarTay YIIiH JKMi KOJJIaHBUIATHIH
9B(eMU3MAEPAI aHBIKTAY JKOHE OJIapJibl TANAAY apKbUIbI 3BOEMHU3MACPAIH Ka3aK XaJIKbIHBIH «OJiM» Typajibl
HaHBIMJIaPbIH KOPCETETiHIH 3epTTeyre OarbITTanaH. JlepexTepai skuHay *KOHE Tajjay YILIiH CHIIAaTTaMallbIK
cayaJHama MOJEINI XKOHE JKHBIHTHIK Ma3MYH/bI Tajay SAici maiimanansuiasl. DBdemMusMaepAiH MarbIHACHI
3epTTENiN, Ka3aK XAJIKBIHBIH MOIEHH CEHIMAEPI «OoJiM» KaWbIHAAFBl 9BQEMU3MIEP asChIHIA TYCIHIIpiiI,
TaJKBUIAHJBL. 3epTTeylep HOTIDKeCIHAe KOJIAHBUIFaH «oJiM» HSBOEMU3MIEPIiHIH KeIl jkarmaiiia Kazak
XaJIKBIHBIH JIIHTE HET13/ICNITCH 9JICYMETTIK-MOJICHU CEHIMICPIMEH TiKelel OallIaHbICThI €KCH/IITT KOPCETIITeH.

Kinm coe30ep. sBpeMu3M, oI1iM, dICyMETTIK-MOJICHH CCHIMIEP, Ka3aK XaJIKbI, Ka3aK MOJICHUETI.
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K.A. Kuukmn, 3./1. CyneiitMmeHoBa

IBdeMU3MBI K CJIOBY «CMEPTh» B Ka3aXCKOM SI3bIKe
U UX COIHOKYJIbTYPHAsi HHTepPNpPeTANMs

PasroBops! 0 cMepTH OBIIM 3alpeTHOH TEMOH BO MHOTHX OOIIECTBaX M KyJIbTypaX, B TOM UHCIIC U B Ka3ax-
ckoi. OnuH u3 Haubosee PacIpPOCTPAHEHHBIX CIIOCOOOB TOBOPUTH O CMEPTH — HCIONB30BaTh 3B(hEeMHU3MBIL.
Llenbro nccnenoBaHus SABISAIOTCS ONPENENCHHE HanboJiee IHPOKO PAaCHPOCTPAHCHHBIX B()EMHU3MOB, KOTO-
pble Ka3axu NPUMEHSIOT IIPU ONMCAHUH CMEPTH, U U3YYEHHE TOTO0, KaK MX 3HAUCHUS OTPaXKaloT oOIue co-
LMOKYJIbTYPHBIC NPEACTABICHHUS O MOHATHU «CMepThy». OmnMcarenbHas MOJEIb ONPOCa U METOJ CBOJHOTO
KOHTCHT-aHaNu3a MPUMEHEHBI Ul cOopa M aHanm3a JaHHBIX. 3ydeHbl 3HauCHUS SBGEMHU3MOB, a KyIbTyp-
HBIE BEPOBAHMS Ka3aXCKOT0 HApO/a HHTEPIPETUPOBAHBI U 00CYXKICHBI B KOHTEKCTE STHX 9BYEMH3MOB. B pe-
3yJIbTaTe MCCIIEAOBAHMS BBIIBICHO, YTO SB(QEMH3MBI, IIepefaloNIie 3HaUeHHE CIIOBa «CMEPThY», UCIIOIb3Yye-
MBI Ka3aXxaMH, KOPPEIHPYIOT C UX COMUOKYIETYPHBIMH BEPOBAHUSIMH, YaCTO OCHOBAHHBIMH Ha PENUTUH.

Kniouesvie crosa: sBdeMusM, cMepTh, Taby, COIMOKYILTYpPHBIE BEPOBAHMS, Ka3aXCKUH HapoJ, CBOOOMHBIH
KOHTEHT-aHaIu3.
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