Short communication:
Linguistic Semantics of the Covid-19 Quarantine Concept Perceived by Ukrainians

Vitalii Shymko Anzhela Babadzhanova
Dr. in Psychology, Professor Ph.D. in Psychology
orcid.org/0000-0003-4937-6976 orcid.org/0000-0002-5430-6342
Kiev, Ukraine Kiev, Ukraine
shymko@outlook.com babadjanova.a@gmail.com

Abstract. The manuscript presents a summary of the results of the linguistic
semantics study of Covid-19 related quarantine. Research conducted on a sample of
Russian speaking Ukrainians. Found content and structure of the respective discursive
field. Described features of inter-discourse connections. Established that the actualization
of some discourses is accompanied by the deactivation of others, what makes quarantine
semantics biased. Also, it was suggested that some of the discourses are indirectly

positively associated and form the semantic core of the quarantine concept.
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Efficient implementation of quarantine involves behavioral, organizational,
informational, value and other factors synchronization of the actions by millions of people.
One of the formal quarantine definitions states it is 'a restriction on the movement of
people and goods which is intended to prevent the spread of disease or pests'
(Quarantine, 2020). Obviously, human beings are barely guided by formal definitions, but
rather their own ideas on the matter. To implement the mentioned synchronization, it is
necessary to clarify semantic features of quarantine concept and how it perceived by

specific individuals and groups of people.

The corresponding attempt was implemented by us on a sample of Russian-

speaking Ukrainians. The sample includes 104 participants (all of them with higher
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education; aged 21 to 62 years; 47.1% of women) from several regions of Ukraine: Kyiv,
Dnipro, Kharkiv, Odessa, Lviv, Rivne, Mukachevo. The study was conducted in the
second half of May 2020, which means that all respondents spent more than 60 days under
national quarantine conditions, started in Ukraine on March 11, 2020. Most of the
respondents worked during the quarantine period, visiting offices and other places of
professional activity. 13.5% - were on short-term of self-isolations (from 1 to 15 days).
One respondent self-isolated himself for 50, and two — for 56 days. According to the
participants' self-reports, no one in the indicated period had been officially diagnosed with
any diseases and had not experienced any sickness symptoms at the time of the study.
6.7% of respondents said that among their personal environment have been some
acquaintances (family members, close friends, work colleagues, etc.) who got sick on

coronavirus during quarantine (from 1 to 7 people).

Participants had been asked to set out their own understanding of quarantine, i.e.
formulate an appropriate definition in written. Respondents also assessed how much their
psychological well-being and everyday life routine had been changed during quarantine
and shared some socio-demographic parameters in anonymous questionnaire ‘My
Quarantine’, which along with statistical analysis results (IBM SPSS 26.0.0.1) are
publicly available at Harvard Dataverse (Shymko & Babadzhanova, 2020). The
respondents™ quarantine definitions were classified and quantified based on Foucault's
theory of such a linguistic category as a discourse: «...discourse is constituted by a group
of sequences of signs, in so far as they are statements, that is, in so far as they can be
assigned particular modalities of existence... The term discourse can be defined as the
group of statements that belong to a single system of <discursive> formation; thus | shall
be able to speak of clinical discourse, economic discourse, the discourse of natural history,
psychiatric discourse» (Foucault, 1972: 107-108).



Herewith the practical side of discourses identification in the texts studied was
realized through recognizing stable semantic autonomies generated by dispersions of
verbal meanings (Shymko, 2018). This work was carried by the experts (four scientists,
practical researchers with more than 20 years of professional background in the field of
applied psycholinguistics). At the first step, each expert independently analyzed every text
and formed the initial classification of the identified discourses. Then these discourses
were compiled together and in such a way a general list of 23 discourses was created. At
the second step, the experts had discussed the general list, clarified the semantics of
previously derived discourses and through terminological unification the list was reduced
to nine positions. On the third step the hierarchical cluster analysis had been applied, the
results of which substantiated the expediency of combining some of the discourses, that
ultimately allowed us to distinguish seven discourses in the respective discursive field
(Table 1).

Table 1
Discursive field of quarantine concept
Discourse title Semantic content of discourses derived by experts
1. CONTACT Restriction/control of contacts, meetings and movements as
RESTRICTION contacts motivators, its amplifiers and intensifiers. Aspect of
forced passivity.

2. SANITATION Sanitary and hygiene products and their use, preventive
AND HYGIENE measures. Quarantine behavior (awareness, caution, discipline),

including social distancing, remote work and self-isolation. The
internality aspect. Activity.

3. ISOLATION OF Isolation of infected and sick people, as well as those who have

INFECTED been in contact with them (ones suspected of being infected).
Segregation aspect.
4. VIRUS Prevention (restriction, control) of the spread of the virus

DISSEMINATION (disease). Socio-geographical aspect. Reducing the number of
infected people and/or patients.




5. LIFESTYLE Change in the habitual (everyday) way of life of people and
CHANGES society overall (work, home life, entertainment, etc.). Not
specified limitations and restrictions of life activity. Discomfort
and frustration, as indicators of a reaction to a violation of the
regular lifestyle.

6. BUREAUCRATIC | The introduction of official standards and regulations by the
RESPONSE authorities. Socio-legal and medical-infrastructural aspects of
state (societal) regulation. Epidemic statistics and other studies.
Organization of public awareness (alert system).

7. HEALTH Isolation of healthy people. Preservation, maintenance and
PRESERVATION promotion of health. Treatment of patients, contribution to their
recovery. Medicines and drugs in the aspect of the means of
recovery/maintaining health. Restriction of human rights and
freedoms in connection with quarantine. The repressive aspect
with “justifying” rationalization (for a good cause).

For the purpose of discourses quantification, a binary nominal scale was used in
the dataset (1 - THERE IS DISCOURSE; 0 - NO DISCOURSE), regardless of the
amount of corresponding text units (words) and compositional linguistic features of the
discourse’s textual manifestations. Statistically significant results of binary logistic
regression are presented in Table 2. Note that in addition to the traditional criteria for
assessing regression models fitness, the Hosmer and Lemeshow Goodness-of-Fit Test was
also used (in all cases we found out p>.050, i.e., the hypothesis of acceptable levels of
models’ fitness were accepted). As we can see the inter-discourse relationships have been
mostly negative (Exp (B) < 1), i.e. the actualization of one discourse is accompanied by a
statistically significant decrease in the probability of another (others) appearances in the
text, which in practice means the factual exclusion of these discourses from the quarantine
concept (Table 2). This feature determines the respective tendentiousness (biasing) of the

guarantine concept semantics.




At the same time NUMBER OF DISCOURSES appeared to be a positive
predictor (Exp (B) > 1) for the most discourses barring ISOLATION OF INFECTED and
HEALTH PRESERVATION. In our opinion such statistical features suggest that the
variables reliably dependent on the NUMBER OF DISCOURSES are associatively related

between themselves. And that lead to an increase in the probability of their emergence as

the pithiness of definitions grow. We suggest that these discourses form a stable semantic

core of the quarantine concept in the linguistic consciousness of respondents.

Table 2
Binary logistic regression (dependent variables — discourses)
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Predictive value 86.0% | 90.7% | 80.2% | 82.6% | 86.7% | 88.4% | 79.1%
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The dependent variable ISOLATION OF INFECTED connected with the non-
discursive predictor CHANGES IN EVERYDAY LIFE (see Table 2), the negativity of
which is conditional. So, this parameter has an ordinal measuring scale that displays the
degree of changes in everyday life routine, according to the respondents’ ratings: from 1 -
no changes to 4 - dramatic changes (Shymko & Babadzhanova, 2020: HO7TEWG). Thus,
the probability of the ISOLATION OF INFECTED discourse emergence in the quarantine
definition is the higher, the less changes in the daily life of respondents have been and
vice versa. This feature makes us suggest the play of some egocentric attitude of the
respective respondents, manifested by the principle: ‘quarantine is for infected ones. An
indirect confirmation of the indicated egocentrism of this category of respondents might
be found as well in the following observation. The discourse ISOLATION OF
INFECTED, in turn, acts as a negative predictor in relation to the discourses VIRUS
DISSEMINATION and BUREAUCRATIC RESPONSE (see Table2). That is,
respondents who had not been experiencing changes in everyday life routine and
discussing isolation of infected ones are not inclined to actualize any other collective
aspects of the quarantine problem. It is noteworthy that the non-discursive criterion
CHANGES IN EVERYDAY LIFE also acts as a positive predictor for the discourse
CONTACT RESTRICTION, increasing its probability together with the two already
mentioned negative predictors and another negative one — HEALTH PRESERVATION




(see Table 2). At the same time, the last parameter as a dependent variable is positively
predicted by independent non-discursive variable — SELF-ISOLATION (DAYS). That is,
quarantine concept has most likely been defined in the context of maintaining and
promoting health by those respondents who have got some experience of being on self-

isolation.

Set of stated features impart to the discursive field a specific organization, which
allows to consider the field as a discursive formation (Fig. 1). In the proposed scheme, the
blue lines indicate negative inter-discourse connections and corresponding arrows point
out on deactualized discourses. Note that there have been two pairs of discourses with
two-way blue arrows: VIRUS DISSEMINATION and SANITATION AND HYGIENE,
aswell as BUREAUCRATIC RESPONSE and CONTACT RESTRICTION. The bilateral
nature of negative connection, in our opinion, indicates of accented opposition-like
relations between the respective discourses. On the other hand, returning to the identified
features of the NUMBER OF DISCOURSE predictor, one cannot help but assume the

existence of an association-like connection (red arrows on. Fig. 1).

This, at first glance, creates a contradiction — negatively connected discourses are
simultaneously related associatively, i.e. in positive way. This paradox can be resolved by
a systemic distinction of layers (semantic spaces), where the indicated negativity and
positivity have taken place. The horizontal layer is represented by the functional
interaction of discourses as structural components of the system. Note that at this level,
the system also includes non-discursive factors (indicated in italics, Fig. 1). The vertical
layer is formed through the meaning contribution by each discourse to the semantics of
the quarantine concept as a supersystem. Thus, horizontal inter-discourse negative
relations do not prevent the formation of positive connections — vertically integrated
associations that are formed indirectly through the category of the supersystem

(quarantine).
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Fig. 1. The structure of the discursive formation of the quarantine concept.

We hope that the proposed view on quarantine might have a potentially useful
applicability. For example, when conducting mass alerts of citizens, organizing
educational communication of health authorities with the local population, introducing a
quarantine regime at enterprises and institutions, etc., it is important to consider that the
rhetoric about controlling of the virus spreading automatically deactivates the topic of
sanitary and hygienic measures. Obviously, discursive semantics is associated with
cognitive focus, which, in turn, affects the direction and consequences of proper behavior.
Therefore, considering the structural and semantic features of the discursive formation

(Fig. 1) in above cases could help increase the productivity and effectiveness of
informational anti-epidemiological policies.



We consider the prospects for further studies of the quarantine concept with,
firstly, an increasing in the empirical sample, both in quantitative and linguistic-cultural
relations and providing the possibility of comparative cross-ethnic research of the actual
subject matter. Secondly, a deeper study of the influence on the quarantine concept
semantics by the corresponding category of non-discursive factors, including the

differential psychological characteristics of linguistic consciousness subjects.
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