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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. 

T a b l e  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 

T a b l e  2  

Euphemisms used to describe death as a “journey” 

Gone 
Жүріп кетті 

8 Кетті 
Өтіп кетті 

Gone from the world 
Дүниеден өтті 

16 
Дүниеден озды 

Set off to an irreversible journey Қайтпас сапарға аттанды 5 

Set off to journey 
Сапарға аттанды 

2 
Сапар шекті 

Gone to another world Басқа əлемге кетті 1 

Flew to the sky 
Аспанға ұшып кетті 

2 
Аспанға ұшты 

Gone from this life 
Өмірден өтті 

17 
Өмірден озды 

  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 

T a b l e  3  

Euphemisms used to describe death as a “return” 

Returned 
Қайтыс болды 34 
Қайтты 8 

  42 
 
The phrase “қайтыс болды” (34) is the most common phrase used to describe the death of a person. 

The root of the word is the verb “қайт”, which means “go back, return”. The word “қайтты” 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” 

T a b l e  4  

Euphemisms used to describe death as a “the other world” 

Gone/Made way/Went off to the other/further/that world 
О дүниеге аттанды 17

28О дүниеге кетті 4 
Арғы дүниеге аттанды 6 
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Continuation of table 4 
 Ана дүниеге жол салды 1  
Became otherworldly О дүниелік болды 7 
Gone to the place of Allah (God) Алланың мекеніне кетті 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 

T a b l e  5  

Euphemisms used to describe death through the concept of “eternity” 

Gone/Went off /to eternity, eternal world, eternal place; became eternal 

Бақиға аттанды 12
18Бақиға кетті 2 

Бақилық болды 4 
Мəңгі дүниеге аттанды 10

14Мəңгіге кетті 1 
Мəңгілік мекенге аттанды 3 

Parted with the temporary world Пəни дүниемен қоштасты 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”, “мəңгі” and “бақи”, which are synonyms, and the 
words derived from them were used to express the notion of death being eternal. There was also a phrase 
“Пəни дүниемен қоштасты” (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” 

T a b l e  6  

Euphemisms used to describe death as “closing eyes” 

Closed his/her eye(s) Көз жұмды 28 
 
The phrase “көз жұмды” 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” 

T a b l e  7  

Euphemisms used to describe death as “fate” 

He found what was predestinated 
Қаза болды 8 

16 
Қаза тапты 8 
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Continuation of table 7 

The fated time of death caught/came to him/her 
Ажал құшты 3 

5 
Ажалы келді 2 

   21 
 
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. “Қаза” and “ажал” are specific terms native to the religion of Islam that were 
presumably borrowed and integrated into Kazakh word bank. The word “қаза”, 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 “ажал” 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” 

T a b l e  8  

Euphemisms used to describe death through the notion of “soul” 

His/her soul departed/was given 
 Жан салды 2 

15 Жан тапсырды 12 
Жаны шықты 1 

Azrael took his/her soul Əзірейіл жанын алды 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 

T a b l e  9  

Other euphemisms used to describe death 

Died, became dead, deceased  
 Өлді 6 

14Мерт болды 5 
Марқұм болды 3 

His/her life was finished; lost his/her life 
Өмірі бітті 2 

7
Өмірінен айрылды 5 

He/she is no more Енді жоқ 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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К.А. Киікші, Э.Д. Сулейменова 

Қазақ тіліндегі «өлім» сөзіне эвфемизмдер жəне олардың  
əлеуметтік-мəдени тұрғыдан талдануы 

Өлім тақырыбы қазақ халқымен қатар көптеген қоғам мен мəдениеттер үшін ашық айтылмайтын 
тақырып болып табылады. Өлімді талқылау мен жеткізу үшін көп жағдайда эвфемизмдер 
қолданылады. Зерттеу жұмысы қазақтар арасында өлімді сипаттау үшін жиі қолданылатын 
эвфемизмдерді анықтау жəне оларды талдау арқылы эвфемизмдердің қазақ халқының «өлім» туралы 
нанымдарын көрсететінін зерттеуге бағытталған. Деректерді жинау жəне талдау үшін сипаттамалық 
сауалнама моделі жəне жиынтық мазмұнды талдау əдісі пайдаланылды. Эвфемизмдердің мағынасы 
зерттеліп, қазақ халқының мəдени сенімдері «өлім» жайындағы эвфемизмдер аясында түсіндіріліп, 
талқыланды. Зерттеулер нəтижесінде қолданылған «өлім» эвфемизмдерінің көп жағдайда қазақ 
халқының дінге негізделген əлеуметтік-мəдени сенімдерімен тікелей байланысты екендігі көрсетілген. 

Кілт сөздер: эвфемизм, өлім, əлеуметтік-мəдени сенімдер, қазақ халқы, қазақ мəдениеті. 



K.A. Kiikshi, E.D. Suleimenova 

20 Вестник Карагандинского университета 

К.А. Киикши, Э.Д. Сулейменова 

Эвфемизмы к слову «смерть» в казахском языке  
и их социокультурная интерпретация 

Разговоры о смерти были запретной темой во многих обществах и культурах, в том числе и в казах-
ской. Один из наиболее распространенных способов говорить о смерти — использовать эвфемизмы. 
Целью исследования являются определение наиболее широко распространенных эвфемизмов, кото-
рые казахи  применяют при описании смерти, и изучение того, как их значения отражают общие со-
циокультурные представления о понятии «смерть». Описательная модель опроса и метод сводного 
контент-анализа применены для сбора и анализа данных. Изучены значения эвфемизмов, а культур-
ные верования казахского народа интерпретированы и обсуждены в контексте этих эвфемизмов. В ре-
зультате исследования выявлено, что эвфемизмы, передающие значение слова «смерть», используе-
мые казахами, коррелируют с их социокультурными верованиями, часто основанными на религии. 

Ключевые слова: эвфемизм, смерть, табу, социокультурные верования, казахский народ, свободный 
контент-анализ.  


