Concerning word-building in the sphere of euphemisms
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The number of books and articles devoted to euphemisms has been growing increasingly in the past several years. However, not all of them are aimed at studying the linguistic peculiarities of euphemisms; a great number of these works review a political (Wesley J. Smith), psychological or social (Mazrui A.A., Wierzbicka A.) aspects of the phenomenon in question rather than the linguistic state of affairs. Nevertheless, the basis of such an instrument of manipulation and propaganda is in language, therefore at present it is extremely vital to study the formation and functioning of euphemisms.
Word-building is one of the processes that bring the phenomenon of euphemia to the synchronic field of neologisms and diachronic aspect of creating new terms. It goes without saying that the majority of word formation models focus on nouns and verbs because these are the most frequently used and euphemistically replaced word classes. In other words, such ways of word-building as bringing together two or more root morphemes (including rhyming ones), derivation, conversion (or zero derivation), onomatopoeia, affixation, adding morphemes/prefixes/suffixes, blending two completely different words, clipping, forming acronyms, analogy, or creative respelling, are in evidence in modern English, though only some of them may be used in the sphere of forming euphemisms. The most important limitations lie in the need for euphemisms to be available and easily created, for a great number of such words are used by common speakers or with the purpose to address them and function in colloquial speech.

A few words should also be said about some common prerequisites for creating euphemisms. There exists a hypothesis formulated by V. Zabotkina, who describes the procedure of nomination in general as a combination of two operations — identification and comparison processes respectively [Zabotkina 2002: 332]. Speakers check whether a suitable word to denote the referent they intend to conceal from the audience or refer to in a roundabout way exists in the language; if not, the probability of forming a new word increases.  

The aforementioned scholar also singles out the following four pragmatic reasons for creating euphemisms: the principles of politeness, taboo, general audience impact, and security classification reasons [Zabotkina 1989]. The latter one is not so commonly used due to the necessity or intention to conceal some facts, while the former ones are manifested in a great variety of examples (for example, the English-Russian Taboo Language Dictionary under the editorship of Kudryavcev and Kuropatkin contains about 14000 words and phrases). Words connected with the issues of politeness or impact are more widely used in political and media discourse where it is crucially important to be careful in saying something and especially implying anything.

It is also worth mentioning the model of formation proposed by Warren [Warren 1992] and called “novel contextual meaning”: it continues and develops the processes taking place in the mind of speakers and brings them to the level of society, which may accept the new meaning for a word that already exists or deny the modification on the ground of its lacking strong ties with the referent. For example, the phenomenon of verbification (and conversion on the whole) may be related to this model.

To conclude: although euphemisms are based on the classical models of word-building, there are a number of new tendencies in their formation and functioning at present, as language is in the constant state of flux, responding to the needs of speakers and the society.
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