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Abstract

Although the translation of euphemisms has received academic attention, studies of sex-related euphemisms remain
scarce, particularly in Chinese-English contexts. This study, therefore, aims to explore how sex-related euphemisms are
translated from Chinese to English. Drawing on the euphemism formation frameworks of Al-Adwan and Naumenko and
Kryvonis, and Vinay and Darbelnet’s translation strategies, this study employs the methods of descriptive translation studies
and selects 84 samples from Mo Yan’s Big Breasts and Wide Hips and Goldblatt’s English translation. The results indicate
that widening, metaphor and implication are the most common formation mechanisms, while euphemism with Chinese
characteristics is identified as a new type of formation mechanism. Additionally, equivalence is the most frequently used
strategy for euphemisms formed through implication and metaphor, while literal translation tends to appear in euphemisms
generated through widening. Notably, for sex-related euphemisms with Chinese characteristics, the translator tends to
adopt modulation to accommodate Western sexual culture. These findings expand the existing formation mechanisms of
Chinese sex-related euphemisms, offer practical guidance for translators, and provide insights into the relationships between
sex-related euphemism translation and cross-cultural communication.

Plain Language Summary
Translation of Sex-related Euphemisms From Chinese into English

This study looks at how expressions that refer to sex indirectly, which called sex-related euphemisms, are translated
from Chinese into English. Although euphemisms have been studied before, there has been insufficient research on how
sex-related ones are handled between Chinese and English. Using Mo Yan’s novel Big Breasts and Wide Hips and Howard
Goldblatt’s English translation as the source of data, the study examines 84 instances of such expressions. It analyzes
how sex-related euphemisms are formed in Chinese and how they are translated, based on established linguistic and
translation frameworks. The results show that most Chinese sex-related euphemisms are formed through widening,
metaphor, and implication. For the translation strategies, equivalence is most frequently employed in euphemisms
formed through implication and metaphor, while literal translation tends to appear in euphemisms generated through
widening. Notably, for the sex-related euphemisms with Chinese characteristic, translator tends to adopt modulation
to accommodate Western sexual culture. Overall, the study expands the current formation mechanism framework of
Chinese euphemisms, offers practical guidance for translators when dealing with sex-related language between Chinese
and English, and helps to explain how different sexual values are reflected through translation.
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expressions with milder, more indirect alternatives
(Al-Kharabsheh, 2011; Farghal, 2005; Olimat, 2018).
Notably, Allan and Burridge (1991) were the first to add the
concept of “face” to the definition, suggesting that euphe-
misms are adopted to avoid possible offensiveness or “loss
of face” for all involved parties. Similarly, Candra et al.
(2022) view euphemisms as a linguistic strategy aimed at
safeguarding all parties involved in communication against
disrespect, embarrassment, and potential conflicts. As these
definitions suggest, the generation of euphemisms is closely
related to taboos since they enable communication about
sensitive topics without directly mentioning them (Lestari &
Sutrisno, 2023). Agyekum (2002, p. 372) characterizes
euphemism as “a shield against the offensive nature of taboo
expressions,” involving topics such as sex, death, bodily
functions, crime, politics, and religion.

Sex tends to be the most prevalent theme in euphemisms
(Rawson, 1981). As a basic human need, sex plays a perva-
sive role in people’s lives; yet, it is considered taboo in most
cultures (Yuan, 2016). This discursive tension necessitates
the use of euphemisms in sexual discourse, leading to a pro-
liferation of sex-related euphemisms. In China, for instance,
Confucianism promotes strict social norms, leading to the
suppression of sexual desire, based on the assumption that an
excessive emphasis on sexuality could challenge family
order and threaten social and political stability (J. Yu et al.,
2022). Confucianism also emphasizes JE¥LZ) 5 (Fai-li-wu-
yan, “Do not speak of impropriety”), whereby any public
discussion of sex-related topics is considered impolite or
embarrassing. Thus, discussions of sexuality have never
been entirely open in China. As a result, Chinese has a rich
variety of sex-related euphemisms (Lee & Ngai, 2012),
which assume diverse forms, including metaphor, widening,
implication and idiom. For instance, /K Z ¥ (Y-shui-
zhi-huan, “the pleasure of fishes in water”) is frequently used
to describe intimate relations between men and women.
Nevertheless, existing studies of sex-related euphemisms
have mainly focused on English and Arabic, paying far less
attention to Chinese. Thus, the mechanisms through which
Chinese sex-related euphemisms are formed remain to be
further explored.

Mo Yan, the only Chinese writer to win the Nobel Prize in
Literature, faced controversy over sexual content in his novel
F 7L (Big Breasts and Wide Hips). Some argued that
the explicit sexual descriptions in the novel conflicted with
China’s conservative sexual norms (Lung, 2003). The novel
was subject to an official publication ban prior to Mo Yan’s
Nobel win, highlighting the sensitive nature of sex-related
topics in China. Big Breasts and Wide Hips narrates the tur-
bulent life of a Chinese woman, Lu Xuan’er, who witnesses
the major historical transformations of the 20th century.
Under the pressures of her husband’s impotence and the duty
to continue the family line, she “borrows seed” by having
sexual relations with nine men. In fulfilling her procreative
mission, she exacts revenge on her husband’s family. Mo

Yan has acknowledged using euphemisms to deal with sex-
ual themes, including strategies such as metaphor, implica-
tion, and expressions with Chinese characteristics.

Rather than produce a “literal translation” in the strict
sense, the novel’s English translator, Goldblatt, adopts a
method of “translation and adaptation,” often restructuring
the original text to cater to English-speaking readers (Yi,
2014). This warrants exploration of how the novel’s sex-
related euphemisms are rendered in translation. Indeed, the
abundance of sexual euphemisms in Big Breasts and Wide
Hips and the translator’s interventions make this novel an
effective dataset for exploring the translation of sex-related
euphemisms.

Although studies have explored the translation of sex-
related euphemisms, focusing mainly on translation strate-
gies, few examine how the formation mechanisms of
euphemism influence the adoption of translation strategies,
leaving a gap in the field. The cultural sensitivity of sex-
related euphemisms also poses challenges for translation.
Since sexual taboos vary across cultures, expressions that
need to be euphemized in one culture may be directly stated
in another. Generally, Chinese people hold more conserva-
tive views about sexuality than people in Western societies
(J. Liu et al., 2020; D. Liu et al., 2025). As discussed above,
a potential reason for this is the influence of traditional
Confucianism in China (W. Yu, 2021). Although there is evi-
dence that China has undergone a “sexual revolution” since
the reform and opening up of the late 1970s, traditional sex-
ual values remain deeply embedded in Chinese society (Ho
et al., 2018; Lyu et al., 2020; Wong, 2015). Such differences
in sexual values between Chinese and Western cultures pose
challenges to the translation of sex-related euphemisms. This
study, therefore, investigates the English translation of sex-
related euphemisms in Big Breasts and Wide Hips, focusing
on the following questions:

1. What are the formation mechanisms of Chinese sex-
related euphemisms in Big Breasts and Wide Hips?

2. How do the formation mechanisms of sex-related
euphemisms influence the adopted translation
strategies?

3. How do these translation strategies reflect differ-
ences in the sexual cultures of China and the West?

Literature Review

Formation Mechanism of Euphemism

Although euphemisms exist in almost all languages, their for-
mation mechanisms diverge. Scholars have developed several
frameworks for euphemism formation, among which Warren’s
(1992) semantic innovation framework has been widely
applied. This framework was developed based on 500 exam-
ples selected from two English dictionaries—A Dictionary of
Slang and Euphemisms (Spears, 1981) and A Dictionary of
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Euphemisms (Neaman & Silver, 1983)—encompassing par-
ticularizations, implications, metaphors, metonyms, reversals,
understatements, and overstatements. Similarly, based on 4
Dictionary of Euphemisms (Holder, 2008), Akopova (2023)
summarized five main formation mechanisms of euphemistic
expressions: borrowing from other languages, semantic exten-
sion, metonymy, metaphor, and various types of word-forma-
tion changes. Among these strategies, semantic extension and
metaphor are the most frequently used.

In the domain of Arabic, Farghal (1995) proposed four
linguistic strategies for generating euphemisms: figurative
expressions, circumlocutions, remodelings, and antonyms.
Al-Adwan (2015), meanwhile, analyzed the Arabic subti-
tles of the television sitcom Friends and developed an
update mechanism that includes widening, implication,
metonymy, demetaphorisation, borrowing, misrepresenta-
tion, and omission.

By comparison, only one study has investigated the for-
mation mechanism of Chinese euphemisms (Naumenko &
Kryvonis, 2023). Examining Chinese euphemisms from both
synchronic and diachronic perspectives, that study proposed
a model involving phonetic allusion, antonomasia, the
euphemization of certain fixed expressions, metaphor, and
metonymy.

Most existing frameworks for the formation mechanisms
of euphemisms derive from English (Akopova, 2023;
Warren, 1992; Williams, 1975) or Arabic (Al-Adwan, 2015;
Farghal, 1995), paying limited attention to the Chinese con-
text. Given that traditional Chinese notions about politeness
have made the language particularly rich in euphemisms, it is
crucial to establish a framework grounded in the linguistic
and cultural characteristics of Chinese.

Translation of Sex-Related Content

The translation of sex-related content is a critical site for
examining the dialectic between personal ethics and social
constraints (Santaemilia, 2008). Nevertheless, it occupies a
marginal position in translation studies, suffering from per-
sistent scholarly neglect (Baer & Bassi, 2025). This over-
sight may stem from the sensitivity inherent in sex-related
content across cultures.

Some scholars have confirmed that the omission or dilu-
tion of sex-related content in translations from English to
Chinese is attributable to cross-cultural differences (Sun,
2001; Wang, 1998). As Allan and Burridge (2006, p. 13)
stated, censorship refers to the “suppression or prohibition of
speech or writing that is considered harmful to the public
good.” For example, Ke (1999) argued that sexual taboos
impose moral constraints on Chinese translators, forcing
them to delete or neutralize sex-related content. Similarly, Y.
P. Wu (2010) examined the English translations of sexual
descriptions in the novel Sha Fu, identifying complete omis-
sion and mitigation as two main techniques used to deal with
such material. Additionally, comparing two Chinese

translations of novel The Color Purple, Ziman (2008) found
that translators tended to violate fidelity to the source by
using techniques such as deletion to make the translated text
“clean.” Specifically, sentences related to sexual behavior
and genitals were deleted in both translations.

Conversely, some studies challenge the assumption that
sex-related content is always diluted. For example, Lee and
Ngai (2012) explored English translations of the Chinese tra-
ditional opera The Peony Pavilion, finding that all three ver-
sions retained sex-related content. Similarly, Feng and Zhao
(2020) examined the David Tod Roy’s translation of the
Chinese classic erotic novel Jin Ping Mei, revealing that it
fully retained the sexual content. A potential reason is that
the translator might have considered the target audience’s
preference for preserved rather than suppressed sexual
descriptions. Such differences underscore the need for more
research on the translation of sex-related content from
Chinese to English in terms of translation strategies and
underlying differences in sexual sensitivity.

Translation of Sex-Related Euphemisms

The translation of sex-related euphemisms between Chinese
and English has received limited scholarly attention. Most
studies focus on English—Arabic (Al-Barakati, 2013; Anber
& Swear, 2016; Mohammed, 2020; Taghian, 2021) and
English-Indonesian language pairs (James, 2020; Lestari &
Sutrisno, 2023; Putranti et al., 2017), paying insufficient
attention to English—Chinese contexts.

First, existing research on the translation of sex-related
euphemisms between Chinese and English focuses on gen-
eral translation strategies. For example, Feng and Xu (2019)
examined the translation of sex-related euphemisms in mod-
ern Chinese novels, finding that translators more often adopt
reproduction strategies, thus conveying China’s unique sex-
ual culture to target readers. Similarly, Z. Yang (2014) exam-
ined sex-related euphemisms in English translations of
Dream of the Red Mansion, identifying strategies such as
literal translation, free translation, annotated translation, and
euphemistic explanation, thus underscoring the importance
of preserving cultural connotations. By contrast, few studies
have applied more detailed classifications of translation
strategies. Yuan (2016), for instance, explored the translation
of sexual taboos in subtitles and proposed a framework com-
bining source-oriented strategies, such as specification,
calque, and shifted direct translation, with target-oriented
strategies, including generalization, substitution, omission,
and addition. This suggests that while scholars have adopted
diverse translation strategies, the application of more refined
theoretical frameworks remains insufficient.

More crucially, existing studies have focused on transla-
tion strategies, while overlooking the constraining role of the
formation mechanisms of euphemism in shaping translation
choices. For instance, literal translation is perhaps more
likely to be applied to euphemisms generated
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through widening. Consequently, existing research has yet to
establish a systematic relation that links “formation mecha-
nisms” with “translation strategy.” To fill this gap, the pres-
ent study draws on Vinay and Darbelnet’s (2000) translation
framework to integrate translation strategies, investigating
how the formation mechanism of sex-related euphemisms
influences translators’ strategic choices.

Additionally, existing studies acknowledge cultural and
social influences on sex-related euphemism translation but
offer limited explanation of how translation strategies reflect
different sexual cultures. For instance, Anber and Swear
(2016) emphasized translators’ knowledge and intercultural
competence in translating sex-related euphemisms. Similarly,
Mohammed (2020) highlighted the difficulty of achieving
dynamic equivalence through translation, yet his analysis
centered on translation challenges rather than on how strate-
gies reflect cultural distinctions. By contrast, Yuan (2016)
found that translators’ choices are shaped by ideology, thus
reinforcing patriarchal values and constructing particular
female images. Overall, the existing research lacks a system-
atic examination of how sexual cultural differences are
reflected through the translation of sex-related euphemisms.

Theoretical Framework

Since this study focuses on the translations of sex-related
euphemisms, the concept and scope of sex must be defined.
Sex has a threefold meaning in the Longman Dictionary of
Contemporary English (Hughes, 1996). First, it refers to the
physical activity that two people engage in to produce off-
spring, or for pleasure. Second, it refers to whether a person,
plant, or animal is male or female. Third, it refers to all men
or all women considered as a group. The first definition
focuses on sexual intercourse while the latter two emphasize
gender differences. This study focuses on the first definition
since sexual intercourse is the most direct reflection of sex-
related content.

To identify sex-related euphemisms, this study combines
Al-Adwan (2015), and Naumenko and Kryvonis’s (2023)
models to serve as a framework. Al-Adwan’s framework is
selected for the category “omission,” which was originally
based on Warren’s (1992) framework. This is chosen
because it is one of the few euphemism formation mecha-
nisms in the Chinese context. Furthermore, the category
“euphemisms with Chinese characteristics” is adapted
based on the “euphemization of certain fixed expressions”
from this framework. Table 1 shows the adapted framework
for euphemism formation mechanisms. A total of six cate-
gories of euphemism formations are identified: widening,
implication, borrowing, omission, metaphor, and sex-
related euphemisms with Chinese characteristics.

Table 1. Adapted Framework of Euphemism Formation
Mechanisms.

Framework for euphemism  Original Adapted
formation mechanism categories categories
Al-Adwan (2015) Widening Widening
Implication Implication
Metonyms Borrowing
Demetaphorization Metaphor
Borrowing Euphemisms
Semantic with Chinese
Misrepresentation  characteristics
Omission Omission

Phonetic allusion
Antonomasia
Euphemization
of certain fixed
expressions
Metaphor
Metonymy

Naumenko and
Kryvonis (2023)

These euphemism formation mechanisms are defined
below:

1. Widening is one of the ways to produce euphemisms: it
“involves the use of a general term to replace a more
specific one in a particular context” (Al-Adwan, 2015).
Example: using “meat” to substitute for “pork.”

2. Implication “involves two propositions, where the
second is usually a logical consequence of the first”
(Al-Adwan, 2015). Example: People can easily think
of alcohol after hearing “bend an elbow.”

3. Borrowing involves adopting euphemisms from
other languages to address offensive or inappropriate
elements, thus reducing potential offensiveness
through the borrowed term’s foreign origin and initial
unfamiliarity (Al-Adwan, 2015).

4. Metaphor is a type of euphemism that disguises
the offensive or undesirable qualities of the origi-
nal subject by linking it to something perceived as
having similar characteristics (Al-Adwan, 2015).
Example: “paradise” being used to describe female
genitalia.

5. Euphemisms with Chinese characteristics are expres-
sions in Chinese that serve as euphemisms to make a
statement less explicit or offensive (Naumenko &
Kryvonis, 2023), including idioms and dialectal or
customary expressions.

6. Omission is used when a taboo or uncomfortable
subject is considered highly offensive or threatening
to someone’s dignity: speakers will often choose to
avoid mentioning it entirely, thereby neutralizing the
potential threat (Al-Adwan, 2015).
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Table 2. Framework for Translation Strategies.

Framework for Original Adapted
translation strategies categories categories
Vinay and Darbelnet Borrowing Literal translation
(2000) Calque Transposition
Literal translation Equivalence
Transposition Modulation
Equivalence
Modulation
Adaptation

This study’s framework for translation strategies is guided
by Vinay and Darbelnet’s (2000) direct and oblique transla-
tion procedures. Specifically, the direct procedure refers to
“transposing the source language message element by ele-
ment into the target language” (Vinay & Darbelnet, 2000, p.
84), comprising borrowing, calque, and literal translation.
Oblique procedures involve using techniques when “stylistic
effects cannot be transposed into the target language without
upsetting the syntactic order, or even the lexis” (Vinay &
Darbelnet, 2000, p. 84). This can be achieved through trans-
position, modulation, equivalence and adaptation. One rea-
son for adopting this procedure is that it provides a graded
translation strategy, distinguishing techniques based on the
varying degrees of alteration between the source text (hence-
forth ST) and the target text (henceforth TT). After examin-
ing the translation of sex-related euphemisms, four strategies
are identified: literal translation, transposition, equivalence,
and modulation.

Table 2 illustrates the original and adapted frameworks of
translation strategies for sex-related euphemisms.

The translation strategies for sex-related euphemisms are
defined as follows:

1. Literal translation involves transferring the mes-
sage of the sex-related euphemism element by ele-
ment into the target language (Vinay & Darbelnet,
2000). Example: 55 (Fang-shi) is translated as
“bedroom affair.”

2. Transposition involves changing the grammatical
category of sex-related euphemisms, ensuring lin-
guistic equivalence without changing the intended
meaning during translation (Vinay & Darbelnet,
2000). Example: (%% (Zuo-ai) is translated as
“lovemaking.”

3. Equivalence involves reformulating sex-related
euphemisms by changing stylistic devices and syn-
tactic structures while retaining their basic meaning
(Vinay & Darbelnet, 2000).

4. Modulation involves a change of perspective in the
transfer of sex-related euphemisms from the ST to the
TT, whereby the communicative intention is preserved

by adapting the information rather than reproducing it
literally (Vinay & Darbelnet, 2000).

Methods

Research Design

Guided by the research questions, this study adopts a qual-
itative research method that relies on interpreting data
(Elliott & Timulak, 2005). Since this study examines the
translations of sex-related euphemisms in Big Breasts and
Wide Hips and their relationships with formation mecha-
nisms of euphemisms, as well as how translation strategies
reflect different sexual values, in-depth analysis of the ST
and TT are conducted.

This study specifically adopts Toury’s (2012) three-step
model of descriptive translation studies (henceforth DTS).
The translations of sex-related euphemisms in Big Breasts
and Wide Hips are first examined in terms of their accept-
ability within the target culture, followed by a comparative
analysis of ST and TT to identify translational shifts. On this
basis, translation patterns are summarized to reconstruct the
translation process. Rather than evaluate quality, the study
aims to describe and interpret how sex-related euphemisms
are translated, thereby uncovering the cultural differences
behind translation.

Data Sources and Data Selection

Data are extracted from the Chinese novel F# JEE (Feng
Ru Fei Tun) (Mo, 1995) and its English translation by
Howard Goldblatt, Big Breasts and Wide Hips (Mo, 2012).
The rationale for this selection is as follows: First, the novel
centers on themes of body, sexuality, and family history,
and it contains many sexual depictions using various forms
of euphemism, such as metaphor, widening, and implica-
tion. Second, the novel is set in rural Northern China, a
region that is significantly different from Western countries
in terms of language, sexual culture, and esthetic values.
This makes the translation of sex-related euphemisms from
Chinese into English particularly worthy of investigation.
Finally, Howard Goldblatt has long been Mo Yan’s transla-
tor and played a key role in his Nobel prize win. This helps
ensure the quality of the TT.

Although this study focuses on a single novel, the sexual
and cultural issues it addresses are of general relevance in
Chinese literature. Thus, the findings can have implications
for other texts as well. Furthermore, the identified formation
mechanisms of euphemism and translation strategies can
provide guidance for handling sex-related euphemisms in
other genres. This study also reveals the influence of sexual
differences between China and the West on translation. This
allows the findings to be extended to broader research on
euphemism translation and cross-cultural communication.
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Table 3. Example of an Expression Excluded from Data
Collection.

AT ATEREZR L R P, #UR ST 5 /55
Lk, .. (p. 428)

When they made love, their hearts overflowed
with unspoken words.

Source Text

Literal Text

Purposive sampling, which is suitable for studies that
address specific research questions, allows for a more tar-
geted and effective exploration of the underlying informa-
tion behind social phenomena (Rai & Thapa, 2015). Given
this study’s aim to examine the formation mechanisms of
sex-related euphemisms in Big Breasts and Wide Hips, the
translation strategies employed, and how they reflect cultural
differences in sexual values, this sampling method can be
considered appropriate.

Data extraction involved five steps. First, the researcher
downloaded the official Chinese and English versions of Big
Breasts and Wide Hips. Second, the researcher read both ver-
sions of the book with a focus on identifying sex-related con-
tent. It was then determined whether each instance should be
classified as a euphemism based on the categorization frame-
works proposed by Al-Adwan (2015) and Naumenko and
Kryvonis (2023). During this screening process, certain
direct expressions were excluded because they explicitly
contained the taboo words. As Table 3 shows, this expression
was categorized as direct language rather than a euphemism
because it explicitly uses the sensitive word 4 (Xing, “sex”),
whose literal text (henceforth LT) is “made love.” Thus, it
was excluded from the sample.

Third, the ST and TT identified in the second step were
systematically paired and compiled into an Excel (sce
Appendix 1). By aligning them at the sentence or paragraph
level, a detailed analysis of their differences was performed.
This alignment facilitated the identification of subtle varia-
tions and supported the examination of the employed transla-
tion strategies. Fourth, the translation strategies were coded
and recorded in Excel, following the translation procedures
proposed by Vinay and Darbelnet (2000). Fifth, by analyzing
the coding of these strategies, the reflection of different sex-
ual cultural values through the translation was further
examined.

As the study focuses on sex-related euphemisms in liter-
ary texts, some examples cited in the analysis contain explicit
or culturally sensitive language. These examples are repro-
duced only for the purpose of linguistic analysis and aca-
demic discussion.

To ensure the validity of the selected samples, two doc-
toral students specializing in translation were invited to ran-
domly verify the accuracy of the classifications and offer
suggestions for samples requiring revision. Simultaneously,
inter-rater reliability was assessed using an online reliability
calculation tool, ReCal2. As Tables 4 and 5 show, there is an
average agreement of 96.4% and Krippendorff’s a of 95%

for the coding of formation mechanisms and 92.9% agree-
ment with a Krippendorff’s o of 91% for translation strate-
gies. According to the benchmarks proposed by Krippendorff
(2004) and O’Connor and Joffe (2020), these values indicate
substantial to nearly perfect inter-rater reliability.

During the coding of the formation mechanisms of sex-
related euphemisms, a borderline case emerged with the
expression At 9 (Féng-lit-shi, “romantic affair”). One
coder categorized it as widening, since M Ji (Feng-lia,
“romantic”) extends from literary elegance to imply sexual
intercourse. Another coder classified it as a euphemism
with Chinese characteristics, considering its conventional-
ized and culturally specific usage. After discussion, the
research team agreed on the latter classification, since its
usage derives from cultural convention rather than seman-
tic extension.

Another borderline case was identified with the expres-
sion R T /R A\ (Gén-le-ni-de-nii-rén, “the woman who
follows you”) during the coding of translation strategies. The
phrase was translated as woman who gets tangled up with
you, which lies between equivalence and modulation. The
use of tangled up with reflects equivalence, as it reproduces
the euphemistic effect in a culturally appropriate manner.
However, the translation also demonstrates modulation,
since the original emphasis on female belonging shifts to the
idea of emotional entanglement, representing a shift in per-
spective. Accordingly, this case was ultimately categorized
as modulation.

Findings and Discussions

In response to RQ1, this section first presents the frequencies
and percentages of the six formation mechanisms of sex-
related euphemisms, thereby providing an overall distribu-
tion of how euphemisms are formed in Big Breasts and Wide
Hips. At the same time, representative examples are provided
for each formation mechanism to enable readers to more
clearly understand the identification process. Addressing
RQ2, the distribution of translation strategies for sex-related
euphemisms is presented, including their frequencies and
percentages, in order to summarize overall translation trends.
At the same time, the distribution of translation strategies
based on different formation mechanisms are also provided,
illustrating how euphemism formation mechanisms influ-
ence the choice of translation strategies. Regarding to the
RQ3, the analysis further explores how different sexual cul-
tural values between China and the West are reflected in
translation, primarily through case analysis of modulation
strategy that involve shifts in gender roles, attitudes toward
chastity and sexuality.

Formation of Sex-Related Euphemisms

To answer RQI, a total of 84 sex-related euphemisms are
identified in Big Breasts and Wide Hips: the primary data can
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Table 4. ReCal2 Formation Mechanism Results.

Percent Cohen’s Krippendorff's
Variable agreement Scott’s pi kappa alpha (nominal) N agreements N disagreements N cases N decisions
Variable | (cols | & 2) 96.4% 0.954 0.954 0.955 27 | 28 56
Table 5. ReCal2 Translation Strategies Results.

Percent Cohen’s Krippendorff's
Variable agreement  Scott’s pi kappa alpha (nominal) N agreements N disagreements N cases N decisions
Variable | (cols | & 2) 92.9% 0.907 0.907 0.909 26 2 28 56

Table 6. Number and Percentage of Sex-related Euphemisms by
Formation Mechanism.

Ways of euphemism Number of

formation samples Percentage
Widening 30 36%
Metaphor 21 25%
Implication 20 24%
Euphemisms with 8 10%

Chinese characteristics

Omission 3 3%
Borrowing 2 2%

be found in Appendix 1. Table 6 shows the distribution of
their formation mechanisms.

As shown in Table 6, six categories of sex-related euphe-
misms formation are identified: widening, metaphor, impli-
cation, expressions with Chinese characteristics, omission,
and borrowing. Among these, widening constitutes the larg-
est proportion with 30 samples (36%). Metaphor and impli-
cation are represented in similar proportions of 25% and
24%, respectively. Euphemisms with Chinese characteristics
occur in eight instances. Omission and borrowing account
for the smallest proportions of 3% and 2%, respectively.

Widening mainly involves using expressions with broader
meanings to substitute for sexual intercourse, such as j# /&
(Min-zq, “satisfied”), HE5E (Shui-jido, “sleep”), #TH5 (Zhe-
teng, “to toss about”), and 524§ (Wan-hiin, “to get married”).
Metaphors, especially those related to agriculture and food,
are frequently used to generate sex-related euphemisms. For
example, some expressions related to agriculture are used to
metaphorically compare sexual intercourse to the process of
sowing seeds and fertilizing, such as LR LI, — 4 2K
(Bao-zhong-bao-shou, yi-bao-dao-di, “from seeding to har-
vesting, all in one package”), 7> (Zhong-zi, “seed”), fEi Ff
(Jie-zhong, “to borrow seed”), and AE/KAVEAN N H (Féi-
shui-bu-lud-wai-rén-tian, “fertile water should not flow into
others’ fields”). Similarly, food-related expressions also
become the sources of sex-related euphemisms. For instance,
in FAERLVREAN (WO-shi-lai-géi-ni-song-rou-de, “I

come to send you meat”), meat is used as a metaphor for a
woman’s body, highlighting the similarity between sex and
food as fundamental human needs. Additionally, war, poli-
tics, and entities are also used as metaphors for sexual behav-
ior. Implication euphemisms are often generated through
depictions of behaviors, sounds, and environments to sug-
gest the occurrence of sexual behavior. For example, fH % 5%
5%, WSZRIR]  (Zha-guang-huing-huing, rou-ying-pian-
pian, (“the light flickering, and the flesh shadows fluttering™)
uses the shadows of bodies on the wall caused by flickering
candlelight to subtly imply sexual intercourse. Similarly, ~}*
SIS I A (Ban-shi-tong-kii, ban-shi-shéng-
yin-de-jiao-shéng, “half in pain, half in moaning cries”)
implies sexual intercourse through sound. Notably, euphe-
misms with Chinese characteristics involve idioms, dialect,
and customary expressions. For example, the expression
JI (Po-gua, “break the melon™) signifies a woman’s first
sexual experience. Other similar expressions such as H (Ri,
(“fuck™), Xt (Feng-lin, “romantic”), ¥R (Gen, “follow”),
and %5 (Ba-zhan, “take possession”) are abundant in the
novel. Omission is the most extreme method of generating
sex-related euphemisms, which directly avoids mentioning
sex. For instance, in 5 i A 1R B 15 (Wo-jin-ba-
shui-de-niang ming-bai-ma, “I’ll with  who’s
mother, understand?”), “have sexual relations with” is
replaced by a dash to avoid stating the offensive expression.
Borrowing refers to sex-related expressions borrowed from
other languages. For example, —7& Xt (Yi-yé-feng-lin,
“one night stand”) originates from an American movie /¢
Happened One Night and was later borrowed to signify a
sexual relationship lasting only one night.

The formation mechanisms of sex-related euphemisms
echo with previous studies in which widening, implication,
metaphor, borrowing, and omission were used (Almijrab,
2020; Feng & Xu, 2019; S. Wu & Wan, 2021). For example,
Feng and Xu (2019) examined similar formation mecha-
nisms, including widening, metaphorization, and omission.
Additionally, previous studies have explored sexual meta-
phors (Feng & Xu, 2021; Feng & Zhao, 2020; Peng, 2012),
such as “sex is plants,” “sex is food,” “sex is war,” and “sex
is agriculture.” Notably, due to China’s cultural and social
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Table 7. Number and Percentage of Translation Strategies for
Sex-related Euphemisms.

Translation strategy Number Percentage
Literal translation 23 27%
Equivalence 32 38%
Transposition I 13%
Modulation 18 22%

conventions, the formation mechanisms of euphemism in the
Chinese context are more complex. In particular, this cate-
gory includes culturally specific expressions in the form of
dialects, idioms, and customary expressions, which are rarely
mentioned in previous research. These data warrant attention
as they better reflect cultural complexity.

Translation Strategies of Sex-Related
Euphemisms

In response to RQ2, this section investigates how euphe-
mism formation mechanisms influence the choice of trans-
lation strategies. It first presents the overall frequency and
distribution of translation strategies, followed by the distri-
bution of translation strategies based on formation
mechanisms.

As shown in Table 7, four translation strategies are identi-
fied. Among them, the most commonly used strategy is
equivalence, which accounts for 38% (32 times) of the trans-
lation strategies. Additionally, literal translation and modula-
tion are also frequently adopted, at 27% (23 times) and 22%
(18 times) respectively. By comparison, transposition shows
a lower proportion of 13% (11 times).

Table 8 presents a more detailed distribution of translation
strategies based on different formation mechanisms of sex-
related euphemisms. We can see that the equivalence strat-
egy is most frequently employed in euphemisms formed
through implication and metaphor. One reason could be that
euphemisms generated by these two mechanisms often rely
on implied meanings or metaphorical associations, whose
interpretation depends on contextual inference. Thus, equiv-
alence allows the translator to preserve the original euphe-
mistic expression through cross-cultural transferability.

Notably, modulation is more frequently used when trans-
lating sex-related euphemisms formed through euphemisms
with Chinese characteristics. This could be because these
expressions are deeply embedded in Chinese Confucian sex-
ual culture. Thus the translator often acts as a cultural media-
tor, adjusting their meanings and perspectives to bring them
more in line with Western sexual culture. By contrast, literal
translation is more commonly adopted in euphemisms
formed through widening, as these expressions are semanti-
cally vague and easily comprehensible across cultures.
Therefore, the translator can directly convey them without
cultural adaptation. This suggests that when the semantic

meaning of a sex-related euphemism is general, literal trans-
lation becomes the most effective strategy. However, the use
of the transposition strategy shows a more balanced distribu-
tion among different formation mechanisms. The next sub-
section illustrates how these translation strategies are
employed in translating sex-related euphemisms.

Notably, the following examples contain explicit lan-
guage related to sexuality and are presented for analytical
purposes only.

Literal Translation. The following examples show the applica-
tion of literal translation in sex-related euphemisms formed

through widening.

Example 1

ST RAHSEAEMum Y, PR TR SE 1, ot
HATIER Y (Mo, 1995, p. 180)

TT  She shouted like a madwoman, “Kill me! I slept with
Sima Ku, and I am their mother!” (Mo, 2012, p. 312)

In Example 1, HEId 5 (Shui-guo-jido, “slept with”) is
identified as a typical sex-related euphemism through wid-
ening, in which a general expression for a daily activity is
semantically extended to euphemistically allude to intimate
relations. The underlying reason may be that both behav-
iors take place in bed, leading to a natural association. In
the English translation, the phrase is rendered literally as
“slept with.” The use of literal translation here is both accu-
rate and culturally appropriate. Since English and Chinese
share similar metaphorical extensions in using “sleep” to
denote intimate relations, a literal rendering allows the
translator to preserve the euphemistic connotation of the
ST. Thus, literal translation effectively conveys the mean-
ing and pragmatic function of the original euphemism with-
out losing cultural nuance.

Example 2

ST ke sUk, Sk, MRIEHIEXF 72 RBITE LR
B L2 (Mo, 1995, p. 583)

TT  Husband. Do you think you’re worthy of the term? Have
you fulfilled your husbandly duties? (Mo, 2012, p.
543)

In the same vein, Example 2 is also identified as widen-
ing. Wang Yinzhi questions Jin Tong about whether he has
fulfilled his duties as a husband, indirectly implying Jin
Tong’s deficiency in marital intimacy. %8173 L% 1) X
4 1? (Ni-li-xing-guo-zhang-fi-de-yi-wu-ma, “Have you
fulfilled your husbandly duties?”’) extends the general con-
cept of marital responsibility to implicitly refer to sexual
obligations within marriage. Rather than referring directly to
such matters, this expression uses a socially acceptable
phrase to maintain decency while conveying sexual
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Table 8. Distribution of Translation Strategies Based on Formation Mechanisms.

Formation mechanism Literal translation Transposition Equivalence Modulation
Implication 5 4 9 2
Widening I 4 8 7
Metaphor 4 3 I 3
Euphemisms with Chinese characteristics 3 5
Omission 2 |
Borrowing | |

deficiency. In the English translation, literal translation is
employed to render it as “have you fulfilled your husbandly
duties,” effectively preserving the euphemistic reference to
sexual intercourse through a comparable semantic extension
in English. Through literal translation, the indirectness of the
ST and cultural intelligibility for the English readers have
been maintained.

Transposition. Example 3 illustrates the use of transposition.

Example 3

ST BERU: “KEET, FIERGMIBRR.” (Mo, 1995,
p. 637)

LT  Mother said, “Dabiao, I come to send you some meat.”

TT  “Dabiao, I’ve brought some meat for you this time.”

(Mo, 2012, p. 85)

In Example 3, 1XP[ (Song-rou-de, “send some meat”)
is a sex-related metaphor for “having sexual relations.” It
draws from a similar Chinese expression 32 P (Mai-rou, “to
sell meat”), which refers to sexual intercourse in exchange for
money. In these expressions, a woman’s body is compared to
“meat,” implying disrespect toward women. In the English
translation, it is rendered as “brought some meat for you.”
This uses the transposition strategy by changing the word
class, from a declarative sentence with a verb—object pattern
to a prepositional ditransitive verb structure. This transforma-
tion retains the original metaphor without affecting the read-
er’s comprehension. Additionally, it accurately expresses the
heroine’s contempt for her body and disappointment with
society for regarding her as a tool for delivering a son.

Equivalence. The following three examples illustrate the
application of equivalence in sex-related euphemisms

formed through metaphor and implication.

Example 4

ST fFFREE, MBE—IAIEERIRER, BHREZ
SRR H. (Mo, 1995, p. 518)

LT  Every night, he is like a tireless farmer, cultivating
Laojin’s fertile soil.

TT  Every night, like a farmer who never tires, he
cultivated Old Jin’s fertile soil. (Mo, 2012, p. 503)

Example 4 is a sex-related euphemism generated through
metaphor. In this metaphor, intimate relations are implicitly
associated with agricultural activity: the man is figuratively
portrayed as a farmer, while the woman is compared to fertile
land, evoking the image of a farmer plowing a field. This type
of sex-related metaphor reflects the Chinese agrarian civiliza-
tion, connecting human reproduction to agricultural produc-
tivity. The equivalence strategy is employed in the English
translation. Although the structure of the sentence is altered by
delaying the subject and using a relative clause to describe the
farmer’s tirelessness, the sex-related metaphor is preserved.
This choice demonstrates cultural sensitivity, as retaining the
Chinese agricultural metaphor highlights the connection
between sexuality, fertility, and sexual culture while ensuring
that English readers can grasp the implicit sexual meaning.

Example 5

ST PRXFERIFEBIBIE TG, FERMRER, heE
GFAREF, LHBEMIR! (Mo, 1995, p. 445)

LT  The fragrant spring chicken like you, is the favorite of
lame arm. She is the old cow with bad teeth, so only
picks tender grass to chew!

TT  You’re the most likely one, a fragrant baby rooster, just the
type favored by our armless leader. An old cow like her,
with bad teeth, has to graze on tender grass! (Mo, 2012,
p. 438)

In the same vein, Example 5 illustrates the use of equiva-
lence in translating sex-related metaphor. This expression
deploys a Chinese proverb &Iz # (Lao-niu-chi-nén-
cdo, “old cows eat tender grass™) to describe couples with
large age gaps. Specifically, &+ (Lio-niu, “old cow”) refers
to old Jin and #{ ¥~ (Nén-cio, “tender grass”) to Jintong.

In the TT, the translator renders the proverb as “An old
cow like her, with bad teeth, has to graze on tender grass.”
Although the wording differs from the original syntactic
structure, the metaphorical imagery is largely preserved.
Through the strategy of equivalence, the translation repro-
duces a comparable figurative meaning in the target lan-
guage, allowing readers to grasp the humorous and ironic
implication conveyed in the ST.

By retaining the metaphor, the TT maintains the expres-
sive force of the original proverb while ensuring that the
figurative meaning remains accessible to English readers.
This approach enables the translation to convey the cultural
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nuance embedded in the metaphor without substantially
altering its rhetorical effect.

Example 6

ST & FHh R iR & iiE,
(Mo, 1995, p. 182)

LT A large white oil candle flowed with oil tears, with the
light flickering, and the flesh shadows fluttering.

MERR, AR

TT  Alarge white candle, wax dripping down its sides, shone
brightly and sent fleshy shadows dancing on the walls.
(Mo, 2012, p. 218)

Example 6 is a sex-related euphemism generated through
implication, which describes sexuality indirectly through the
environment. The flickering candlelight and fleshy shadows
imply bodily movement and intimacy, creating an elegant
atmosphere of sexuality. In the English translation, the
equivalence strategy is used to reproduce the original mean-
ing, but the sentence structure changes. Specifically, the
reduplicated phrase RISl (ROu-ying-pian-pian, “fleshy
shadows fluttering”) is rendered as “fleshy shadows dancing
on the wall.” A possible reason could be that imagery related
to light and shadow carries similar sensual connotations in
English, allowing the translator to preserve the indirect sex-
ual implication. Therefore, equivalence not only reproduces
the semantic meaning of the original sex-related euphemism
but also conveys its subtle emotional and esthetic nuances.

Modulation. Modulation usually involves changes of infor-
mation or perspectives. Therefore, to answer RQ3, that is
how do translation strategies reflect differences in the sexual
cultures of China and the West, the employment of modula-
tion strategy is mainly used. The following three examples
illustrate how modulation functions as a strategy to reflects
shifts in underlying sexual culture from China to the West.

Example 7
ST MXAMBIGTA, ST mmBEE. (Mo, 1995,
p-29)

LT  And this black-faced man finally drilled into her bed.
TT  she was already sharing her bed with the dark-faced
man. (Mo, 2012, p. 38)

As Example 7 shows, &t 7 W[4 % (Zuan-jin-le-ta-
de-bei-wo, “drilled into her bed”) is identified as a sex-related
euphemism through implication. The subject S 55 A\ (Hai-
lian-nan-rén, “dark-faced man”) is replaced by ‘“she” in the
TT. This change in subject transforms the initiator of the inti-
mate relations from male to female, altering the woman’s sta-
tus from passive to active in the situation. Through modulation,
the translation transforms the gender inequality into a more
equal relationship. This adaptation reflects a shift from the
traditional Chinese sexuality, where women are positioned as

passive, to Western sexuality, which emphasizes relative gen-
der equality and women’s sexual autonomy.

Example 8

ST  XM&#T, RARBIRIEEZRFTIER. ...
(Mo, 1995, p. 471)

LT  This pair of gold bracelets was given to me by the old
man Xiong who broke my melon. . .

TT  This pair of gold bracelets was a gift from Old Master
Xiong, who took my maidenhead. (Mo, 2012, p. 462)

In Example 8, ) (Po-gua, “break the melon”) is a sex-
related euphemism with Chinese characteristics, referring to
a woman’s loss of virginity. Originally, the character Gua /K
[melon] visually resembled two/\ (B3, “number eight”)
combined. Hence, it symbolically represents a girl reaching
sexual maturity at 16 years and was later extended to signify
a woman’s first sexual experience. As a euphemistic expres-
sion, it reflects the conservative attitudes toward female
chastity in Chinese Confucianism.

In the English translation, a literal rendering such as
“break my melon” would likely be obscure to English read-
ers unfamiliar with the cultural conventions embedded in the
expression. Thus, the modulation strategy is adopted, trans-
lating it into “took my maidenhead,” shifting the original
euphemistic expression into a more explicit and comprehen-
sible one. Notably, this shift reflects the translator’s cultural
sensitivity to differing sexual cultures between Chinese and
Western societies. Compared with conservative Chinese
Confucian attitudes reflected in the ST, the TT adopts a more
direct expression that aligns with the comparatively open
sexual culture of the West.

Example 9

ST RIMRAEERAEAS HLIE b ) 4 53 BA P61 I RR A1 48
At ERZIE. (Mo, 1995, p. 223)

LT Little Gross-eyes had skin-and-flesh love with every
adjutant in charge of treasure and grain in every army
stationed in the village.

TT  Little Gross-eyes had relations with the quartermaster
of every military unit that had ever bivouacked in the
village. (Mo, 2012, p. 257)

In Example 9, the phrase % A (Pi-rou, “skin-and-flesh”)
can be traced to the novel Jin Ping Mei, where it commonly
refers to physical contact. Thus, 7 A2 1 (Pi-rou-zhi-qing,
“skin-and-flesh love”) serves as a euphemism for intimate
physical relationship, sometimes carrying a slightly critical
connotation that implies the relationship remains at a physi-
cal level and lacks emotional connection. In this context, it
refers to Xie Yanhua’s sexual relationships with different
men. In the English translation, it is rendered as “had rela-
tions with,” which more explicitly denotes a sexual
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relationship. The possible reason lies in the relatively liberal
sexual attitudes of Western culture. Consequently, the con-
servative sexual values reflected in the ST are replaced by a
more liberal cultural perspective in the translation.

The findings related to modulation suggest that differ-
ences in sexual values are mainly reflected in three aspects:
gender roles, attitudes toward chastity and attitudes toward
sexuality. Compared with the ST, the TT tends to adopt more
active gender roles, downplay attitudes toward chastity, and
employ more explicit expressions in line with more open
sexual values. These patterns jointly answer RQ3 by demon-
strating how translation mediates sexual values across cul-
tures rather than merely transferring linguistic forms.

The translation strategies for sex-related euphemisms
echoes with previous studies in which equivalence was the
most commonly adopted strategy (Yusuf & Ardi, 2024).
Besides, the Goldblatt also frequently uses literal translation
to effectively convey the euphemistic meanings and cultural
connotations. This aligns with Al-Barakati (2013),
Althawabeyeh (2017) and J. Yang (2020). Notably, the mod-
ulation strategy is also frequently used, in line with the find-
ings of Albarakati (2020). Overall, most of sex-related
euphemisms are maintained through translation strategies
such as literal translation, transposition and equivalence.
This findings are in line with studies from Lee and Ngai
(2012) and Feng and Zhao (2020), which stated sex-related
contents are maintained through translation.

Regarding the relations between the formation mecha-
nisms and translation strategies for sex-related euphemism,
this study finds that the translator prefers to use literal trans-
lation to deal with euphemisms generated through widening.
This is inconsistent with the Feng and Xu’s (2019), who
found that modulation is more frequently used. This incon-
sistency suggests that Goldblatt tends to be more faithful to
the ST, attempting to reproduce the euphemisms generated
through widening to preserve their implications and enable
readers to better appreciate the cultural nuances.
Additionally, equivalence is commonly used in dealing
with sex-related metaphor. This aligns with Feng and Xu
(2021), who demonstrated the successful transmission of
cultural connotations through the translation of sex-related
metaphors. Notably, a new finding in this research is that
modulation is frequently used in sex-related euphemisms
with Chinese characteristics, which has not been examined
in previous studies. This may be attributed to cultural dif-
ferences in sexual values between China and the West. To
align with more liberal Western attitudes, the adoption of
the modulation strategy tends to make these euphemisms
into more explicit expressions.

Conclusion

This study investigates the formation mechanisms and trans-
lation strategies of Chinese sex-related euphemisms in Big
Breasts and Wide Hips from both linguistic and translational

perspectives. First, by identifying six formation mechanisms
and expanding the category of sex-related euphemisms with
Chinese characteristics, the study enriches existing frame-
works for euphemism research and highlights the cultural
specificity of euphemism in the Chinese context. Second, by
examining the distribution of translation strategies and their
relationship with formation mechanisms, the study reveals
systematic patterns in the translation of sex-related euphe-
misms rather than arbitrary choices. Third, by focusing on
modulation as a culturally motivated strategy, the study dem-
onstrates how translation mediates sexual values between
Chinese and Western cultures, contributing to the existing
research on the translation of sex-related content between
Chinese and English.

The findings challenge the assumption that translators
tend to omit or tone down sexual content. Instead, the
results show that most sex-related euphemisms are pre-
served through strategies such as literal translation, trans-
position, and equivalence. At the same time, modulation is
frequently employed to adjust differences of gender roles,
and attitudes toward chastity and sexuality in order to align
the target text with more liberal Western sexual values.
These findings suggest that translation does not merely
transfer linguistic forms but actively negotiates cultural
values embedded in sexuality.

Beyond theoretical contributions, this study offers prac-
tical implications for translation research and practice. For
researchers, the relationship between euphemism formation
mechanisms and translation strategy provides a systematic
framework for analyzing sex-related language across cul-
tures. For translators, understanding these relationships can
lead to more principled decision-making when dealing with
sex-related euphemisms. Specifically, the frequent use of
modulation in translating euphemisms with Chinese char-
acteristics indicates that when euphemisms are deeply
rooted in culture conventions, translators may need to adopt
the role of cultural mediators rather than rely on formal
equivalence.

Nevertheless, this study is not without limitations.
Focusing on a novel, the findings might not be broadly gen-
eralizable. Regarding research methods, this study adopts a
qualitative method, without adding quantitative methods
such as corpus. Additionally, this study uses content analysis
instead of readers’ reception of the target text, thus limiting
the external validation of the translation’s effectiveness.
Further research could investigate readers’ reception through
surveys or interviews. Future research could also extend to
euphemism in other topics, such as death, politics, and crime.
Additionally, given the temporal nature of euphemisms,
research on sex-related euphemisms may expand to modern
contexts such as audiovisual texts, contemporary literary
works, and online discourse including social media. Finally,
it would be worthwhile to explore the factors influencing the
translation of sex-related euphemisms, such as the transla-
tor’s voice, and readers’ reception.
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