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Abstract

Real-life is closely linked to speech. How and what we communicate often speaks both about ourselves and about the conditions in which we find ourselves. The same applies to the situation around the coronavirus pandemic. One way or  another,  it  influenced  the  way  and  the  subject we  talk  about.  In  this  article,  we consider  the  measurement  of  speech  changes  under  the  influence of a pandemic on the example of the political discourse of English-speaking countries. Our goal was to find out how the coronavirus influenced political discourse and what specific examples can be used to demonstrate this. To carry out research, we used general and special scientific methods, in particular, content analysis, linguistic analysis. Among the sources, we have studied are scientific articles on the research topic, as well as materials of publications of the world's leading media on the research topic. As a result of this work, we concluded that the political discourse  reflects the situation around the coronavirus in  terms of the speaker and the goals he sets for himself. At the same time, for professional politicians, the pandemic has become a platform for a power struggle, so some of them openly manipulate information. One of the interesting areas of research is the means of communication in a crisis, in particular, the use of Internet memes to  demonstrate  their  political position.  This,  as well as coronaviral neologisms, need further study. 
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Анотація

Реальне життя тісно пов’язане з мовленням. Те, як і про що ми спілкуємося, часто говорить і про нас самих, і про умови, в яких ми знаходимося. Те саме стосується й ситуації навколо пандемії коронавірусу. Так чи інакше, вона вплинула на те, як ми говоримо і про що саме. У цій статті ми розглядаємо вимір змін мовлення під впливом пандемії на прикладі політичного дискурсу англомовних країн. Нашою метою було з’ясувати, як коронавірус вплинув на політичний дискурс та на яких конкретних прикладах це можна продемонструвати. Для того, щоб здійснити дослідження, ми використали загальнонаукові та спеціальні наукові методи, зокрема, контент-аналіз, лінгвістичний аналіз. Серед джерел, які ми студіювали, знаходяться наукові статті за темою дослідження, а також матеріали публікацій провідних світових ЗМІ за темою дослідження. У підсумку проведеної роботи, ми дійшли висновку, що політичний дискурс відображає ситуацію навколо коронавірусу з точки зору мовця та цілей, які він ставить перед собою. При цьому, для професійних політиків пандемія стала платформою владної боротьби, тому деякі з них відкрито вдаються до маніпуляцій інформацією. Одним із цікавих напрямків дослідження залишаються засоби комунікації в умовах кризи, зокрема, використання інтернет-мемів для демонстрації своєї політичної позиції. Це, а також коронавірусні неологізми, потребують подальшого вивчення.
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Introduction

Coronavirus,  like  it or  not,  has  become  a  real  test  of endurance and personal qualities for political  leaders (Kahl & Wright, 2021). It is in times of crisis that society needs quality leadership that knows the answers to difficult questions, has a plan, knows how to act, and in a global epidemic – how to save everyone. In this regard, quality communication between politicians and the public becomes even more important. Full and transparent information on the epidemic situation is a personal human right, linked to his or her right to an adequate standard of living and health care. However, in addition to the actual political leaders as political figures, there are also opinion leaders, experts, public figures, activists, famous people. They also participate in political discourse, as their statements may relate to public life, especially if it concerns the situation around the corona crisis, which has an impact on the vast majority of spheres of human life. Thus, it turns  out that political discourse is structurally formed  due  to  the  addressees  in  the  role  of society,  population, social groups, to which a message is  addressed by the addressees, which are political actors, examples of which we mentioned above. Between these parties there is an interaction, the essence of which is to implement a communicative act, which is manifested in the exchange of information. Most often, this communication is carried out to inform, convey a message, but since it is a matter of political discourse, often the purpose of communication is a discussion to develop public consensus on current social, economic and  other  issues.  For  politicians,  for  example,  the  issue  of  having  information about  public opinion, in particular,  about  their  activities  and  personalities,  is  essential.  Politicians seek to know their audience  and communicate successfully with it, clearly and effectively communicate their messages to the target audience. From this point of view, the  function  of  political  discourse  is  a  power  struggle,  because  in  the  process  of communication  there  is  a  struggle  for  the  consciousness  and  commitment of  social  groups,  which  aims  to expand its influence, spread authority, etc. As we can see, the functions performed by political discourse are not limited to one thing, although in social disciplines there has been a desire to reduce political discourse to  the essence of manipulation and power struggle  (van Dijk, 2008; Foucault, 2019).

We can say that the pandemic was an invasion of the real (French "reel") in the sense in which it was demonstrated in his works by Jacques Lacan before his 7th seminar (Eyers, 2012). This means that the crisis  caused  by  the  spread  of  coronavirus  is a phenomenon that we cannot control. Their  nature  is available  to  us  only  indirectly  –  through  the  symbolic,  which  is  realized  in  linguistic  form.  Another example is the interpretation of Lacan's  Real by the Slovenian philosopher Slavoj Žižek,  according to which Lacan's Real exists in three modalities: the real Real itself, symbolic and imaginary (Daly, 2004). According to our comparison, the coronavirus pandemic here acts as a horrible and uncontrollable real Real.

The pandemic existed among other linguistic units before the beginning of the situation around COVID-19. To better illustrate this, imagine what is now called a “text cloud,” in which the most commonly used terms in discourse are the  largest  (Kaser  &  Lemire,  2007;  Heimerl,  Lohmann, Lange, & Ertl, 2014). Accordingly, to simplify the procedure, we can say that since the previous global epidemic, the concept we are analyzing has temporarily ceased to exist in political discourse, and the field of view of political communication has become dominated by other pressing issues. However, as the situation spiraled out of control, the pandemic  did not simply return to political discourse but  now  occupies  a  leading  position among the set of concepts used in it.

To further develop this idea, note that the "text cloud" of political discourse can be seen as a book, and then the pandemic can be seen as a "book within a book" because it has a cloud of words around it, that is, related concepts, already characteristic of pandemic discourse, if we undertake to consider it as a separate phenomenon.  This  means  that  we  can  distinguish  in   a   pandemic   discourse   a   set   of   interconnected concepts that are used with varying degrees of intensity,  and  present  them  in  the  form  of infographics, presented as a "text cloud". For this purpose, used words such as pronouns and conjunctions, as well  as  specific  words,  are  removed from the context  search,  leaving space  only  for  meaningful  nouns, adjectives, verbs (Mehta, 2006). Of course, we are mainly interested in nouns, because they are primarily used with a nominative function concerning concepts. In this aspect, now around the pandemic, except COVID, the most  common  concepts   are:   masks,   social   distancing,   contact  tracing,  personal  protective  equipment, quarantine,  flatten  the  curve,  virtual  learning,  outbreak,  disease,  contagious,  infectious, lockdown,  essential workers, vaccination, coronacrisis, index case, restrictions, COVID- certificates, passes / passes, number of victims / infections / sick / dead / those who recovered, anti-record, etc. (Merriam-Webster, 2020). Therefore, from   a  linguistic  point   of  view,  it   is  necessary  to  pay  attention  to  how  real-world  phenomena  such  as coronavirus affect word formation and speech use, how real phenomena affect language, change it. 

Earlier, we have given examples of words that refer to specific vocabularies, such as medical, and even more narrowly – epidemiological. They significantly increased their representation in political discourse during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Carter  (1999)  pointed  out  in  his  work  that  inventing  new  words  serves  not  only  as  entertainment,  but  also serves  practical  purposes,  for example, in order to get familiar with the  situation,  to  adapt,  to  overcome hurdles,  etc.  Zoom,  covidiot,  superspreader,  anti-maskers,  doomscrolling are just some of the examples of such adaptation of spoken language to new phenomena (Seattle Times, 2021). 

Phrases such as “the new normal”, “unprecedented times”, “now more than ever” (Editor Group, 2021) have moved to the category of clichés. Steel constructions such as "to X or not to X", "the mother of all X", "X is the new Y", have become used in discourse to quickly and clearly identify the problem associated with the coronavirus (Couto, 2021). A study conducted by Bergs (2018) states that this category of clichés belongs to the so-called "Snowclones", which are a way to reproduce creativity according to the given parameters. The author calls this approach fixed creativity. In contrast, extended creativity  goes  beyond  the  rules  of  word  / phrases construction.

In this article, we aim to consider the general theoretical impact of the pandemic as a concept on political discourse in English-speaking countries using specific examples of political life. 

Theoretical Framework or Literature Review

The coronavirus pandemic has been the subject of numerous humanities studies. Attention is drawn to the threat of radical change in almost all spheres of life. For example, the narrative has become widespread, according  to  which  "the  world will never be the same / as it was before"  uses phrases like "the new normal", "new world  order", which has already become a cliché not  only  in  political  discourse  (Kelly, 2021).  For  example, such judgments can be found in the  publication  Ilyas  (2020).  According  to  her, coronavirus infection puts both liberal and authoritarian regimes in the same conditions, but their means of combating the crisis are not the same, so it is unknown who will be the winner earlier than others, but we can say for sure that it will not be the same. 

Former US Secretary of State Kissinger (2020) in his publication for the Wall Street Journal points to the importance of US initiative in combating  the  global  political  and  humanitarian  crisis.  In  his  view,  US political leadership should be manifested on three fronts: global, economic recovery, and the preservation of liberal values.  In  the  title  of the  article,  he  uses  the  phrase  "pandemic  will forever  alter  the  world order".

This begs the question, has the world really changed forever because of the coronavirus? What does this actually  mean?  Isn't  that  an  exaggeration? Is it possible to adequately assess  the  consequences  of  the crisis directly during the crisis? And hasn't this narrative become a kind of stereotype, a cliché, behind which  there  is  nothing  in   the  sense  of   a  thorough   study,  an  objective  point  of  view,  and  not  the reduplication  of a loud statement? For example, Kozhukhov  (2020) in his publication uses just such criticism  and  notes  that  similar  crises  have  already  occurred  in  the  history  of  mankind  and  its  overall course   was   slightly   affected,   because   people   did  not   stop   going   to   church,   growing   food,   arguing, fighting, etc. As specific examples, he cites the pandemic of the H1N1 virus and influenza. 

A study by Pickup, Stecula, & Van Der Linden (2020) found that the reaction of political elites to the pandemic  differed  between  the  United  States and Canada. For example, in the United  States,  the  first reaction  of the  previous administration  was  skepticism  and   denial   about  the  epidemic  (Abutaleb  et  al.,  2020;  Stecula,  2020).   In Canada, political elites have shown solidarity (Merkeley et al., 2020; Owen, 2020).

 

A  study  by  Cornelson  &  Miloucheva  (2020)  demonstrates  that  political  polarization  negatively  affects compliance with anti-epidemic norms. Gadarian, Goodman, & Pepinsky (2020) support this view. 

A study by Motta, Stecula,  & Farhart  (2020)  found that there is a correlation between the use  of untested resources and those who use such information. The authors conclude that such a correlation exists concerning supporters of extreme right-wing ideologies. Osmundsen et al. (2021) develop this view and show that this phenomenon   lies   in   the   emotional   attitudes   of  those  who  spread  misinformation  and  their  political preferences. They use this to assert themselves and their ideology in discourse by humiliating their opponents. 

Stecula & Pickup (2021) demonstrate that belief  in  populist  slogans  can  lead  to  negative  consequences,  in particular,  a  person's  maladaptation  to  counter  the  spread  of  coronavirus  due  to  distrust  of  government, official institutions, belief in conspiracy theories, distrust of scientists. Consumption of conservative-oriented, far-right-oriented media reinforces these trends. 

Methodology

To carry out the study, we used general and special scientific methods. 

We applied the method of analysis to show how political discourse is arranged at the present stage of research. With this, it was shown that it can consist not only of professional politicians at one end of communication but also users of social networks can be active participants in communication within the political discourse, as well as actors in political discourse. In particular, in the materials devoted to the polarization of society by the criterion of political beliefs, under  the influence of the coronavirus epidemic, this is  demonstrated in more detail. 

The use of discourse analysis has been useful to demonstrate the role of power relations in shaping political discourse. In this regard, it should be noted that the political discourse is largely based on the relationship of subordination, where the participants in communication  seek  to  assert  themselves through their narrative. Thus, political discourse in this form is a power struggle.

We used content analysis to identify the most  popular words and phrases, expressions that are  closely associated with the concept of pandemic and coronavirus. We give examples of the use of these words in everyday and political discourse,  mostly  through  references  to  official  sources  and  through  the  use  of phrases and phrases that came from the lips of politicians themselves. 

We used linguistic analysis to look at how psychological, social, and speech factors are related, and how this affects political discourse and everyday discourse, the speech of people, and social groups. 

Results and Discussion

According to Steblyna (2020), during situations characterized by a high degree of uncertainty and social tension, elites come to the fore. This is due to the focus of broad social groups on the figure of the leader, but not only because of their helplessness in the face of a global problem (this is not entirely true, as local people can effectively combat coronavirus infection (See, for example, Tiratelli & Kaye (2020), but also simple to navigate the situation, as official authority figures are the mouthpieces of the primary link in obtaining official information, in contrast to everyday discourse, which in one way or another contains dubious data, such as rumors about the  coronavirus.  In  her  study,  Steblyna  (2020)  points  out that the problems of political discourse in a pandemic are related to the fact that the scope of the coronavirus topic becomes so large that it displaces everyone else. Thus, there may be a false impression that there are no other problems. Related to this is the other side, which is the negative psychological impact of a constant flow  of  the  same  type  of  negative  messages.  For  example, doomscrolling during the first wave of  the coronavirus meant a compulsive review of a  news feed that consisted exclusively of the topic  of the coronavirus, death statistics, emergencies, and so on. Monitoring and avoiding (Ytre-Arne & Moe, 2021) were  alternative  ways  of  consuming   news.   In   addition,   the   predominance  of   isolationist   tendencies becomes characteristic of political discourse in a pandemic (Ilyas, 2020). According to the Pew Research Center, Americans have assessed the impact of the coronavirus on the country's political life as almost entirely negative (Kessel, Baronavski, Scheller, & Smith, 2021). In support, respondents noted that the corona crisis divides and radicalizes people, and political parties are a clear manifestation of this, as they fight hard for power in conditions where the consolidation of society is needed.  26% of respondents  criticized  the slow reaction  of  the authorities to the spread  of the  disease, pointing to the degradation of government institutions. In addition, they complained about the requirement to wear  masks,  as  they  considered  it  a  violation  of  personal  liberty.  Republicans  mentioned  negative  change more often than Democrats (31% vs. 21%). In contrast, other residents said that the coronavirus forced them and their neighbors to take more care of each other, strengthening family ties. Their answers also manifested themselves   in   the   form   of   objections  from  other  respondents.  For  example,  the  authorities  are  acting effectively,  and  that  another  person's   refusal   to  wear   a   mask  violates   their  right  to  security.  However, researchers who surveyed and measured US public opinion on the subject point out that the share of positive responses is negligible compared to  criticism.  This  significantly  affects  the  ability  to  objectively measure positive feedback, which is why they are presented as single and insignificant in the study.

The electoral process has been threatened by the coronavirus pandemic (Heathershaw & Trechard, 2020). On social media, users have expressed concern about the legitimacy of elections that will be attended by fewer people or that are constantly being postponed (Lerer & Epstein, 2020). Attention was drawn to the risks to democracy posed by the coronavirus (Garrison, 2020). These and other things are pointed out in their study by Landman & Splendore (2020). In their view, the postponement of elections is clearly a bad phenomenon for democracy, as it triggers negative scenarios, provokes social discontent, etc. 

An interesting example of how violent the political discourse can become during a pandemic is the statement attributed  to  the  Prime  Minister of the United Kingdom Boris Johnson  about the use of herd immunity (Krishna, 2020). In his speech on This Morning on March, 5th, he used the phrase "to take it in the chin", which caused a flurry of criticism. However, the phrase was taken out of context, because Johnson used this statement to describe only one point of view on the development of coronavirus resistance. 

The pandemic in political discourse is a territory  of  the  struggle  for  power  and  the  subject  of  discussions, mutual accusations of insufficient effectiveness of countermeasures. For example, a typical scheme is the opposition's accusation by the ruling party that the government is not doing enough to fight the coronavirus (Stecula, 2020).  An  alternative  scenario  is  a  consolidation  of  society  and  its oppositions, which are represented by political forces. It is noteworthy that, in practice, we can see how those who criticize the  government  will  behave  concerning  the  pandemic only when it changes. For example,  incumbent  President  Joe Biden overturned his  predecessor's  decision  regarding  health  care organizations such as the CDC and WHO (Brewster, 2021; Griffin, 2021). The aim was to demonstrate commitment  to the  global  pandemic  effort  (concerning  the WHO),  the  CDC's efforts  to control  the coronavirus in the United States  and  to  show  respect  for  the  authority  of  the  scientific and medical community. In contrast, the previous administration often criticized official institutions, openly doubting the natural origin of the coronavirus (Farhi, 2020).

However, it is difficult to say that this is a situation that is due to the spread of the coronavirus. As in most   cases,   the   pandemic   in  this  aspect  served  as  a  catalyst  for  previous  processes.   For   example, according to a study by  Guess, Nagler, & Tucker (2019), proponents of  conservative  ideologies  in  the United  States  more  often  than  moderate  and  liberal  voters  disseminated  material  citing  questionable sources. In addition, there was a significant correlation between the spread of so-called “Fake news” and the age of the addressees. For example, users of social networks over the age of 65 were seven times more likely to cite questionable sources than the youngest age group of recipients. In another study by Osmundsen et  al.  (2021),  substantiates  the  point  of  view,  according  to  which  such behavior of social network users indicates not so much their ignorance, but the desire by any means to legitimize their point of view and "destroy" their  opponents, an emotional indicator of the attitude  to which,  of  course,  is  hatred,  contempt,  irritability, condemnation. It is no coincidence  that to humiliate opponents, such individuals are  willing  to  disseminate  knowingly  false  information, even if they are aware  that  it has  been  collected  and  disseminated  dubiously.  Researchers  who have conducted such analysis  show that the cause of such behavior is party  polarization,  which  is  based  on psychological motives. This does not prevent individuals who  use references to questionable sources to justify  their position  and  humiliate  opponents  from  disseminating  information  from  verified  and  traditional sources that enjoy authority and trust, even from an academic point of view. 

As we can see, the concept of a pandemic in political discourse applies in the same way, because to justify their political position,  for  example, supporters of radical personal freedom may use  dubious  news  sources that  deny the  effectiveness  of  restrictive  measures,  and  supporters  of  such  measures  will  refer  to  scientific research and recommendations from reputable scientific and medical institutions such as the aforementioned WHO and CDC. From a philosophical point of view, this can be reformulated in such a way that from the point of view of an outside observer, it looks not so much a search for objective truth as a justification of one's identity,  i.e.  legitimization  of  one's  narrative in discourse, and thus self-affirmation  through power. in the political struggle, which is manifested in political debates and discussions. 

Among  the  socio-political  phenomena  that  existed  before  the  pandemic,  indifference  to  political processes stands out. This is a worrying characteristic of the global scale, not just of an individual country. For example, in   2017,   the  Reuters   Institute   released   a   report   stating   that  29%  of  the  population  does  not  follow  or knowingly avoids receiving political news (Newman, 2017). Another study found that 44% of respondents in 38 countries did not believe that the political news provided to them by the media was biased. Another source notes that such events create a sense of powerlessness among social groups in the face of political challenges, as such people do not feel fully involved in the process and cannot influence it because their efforts are futile and "nothing changes" - a common position among people desperate in politics (Gans, 2004). Some experts, in particular the Ukrainian philosopher Andriy Baumeister, criticize modern political discourse in terms of the fact that it has become an appeal to buyers in  the  market,  namely  -  "politics  has  become  a  supermarket" (UKRLIFE.TV, 2020). Such an accusation of "marketing" policy means that every citizen can find something for themselves in such a place, but the situation, in general, is not affected, although sellers in the meantime receive dividends from your purchases. Similar observations can be found in the work of other researchers (Iggers, 1999; Thompson, 2016).

An unobvious element of modern political discourse in social networks is the use of memes. This term most often refers  to an image of a  humorous  nature,  which  was  created  according  to  a  template  and  with  an inscription  on  it  (Shifman,  2014).  Memes  often  contain  references  to  a  cultural source, and footage from movies, TV series,  photos  of  politicians,  celebrities,  etc.  is used as a template. Thus, in this aspect, we can say that the Internet image as a meme appeals to things that are clear to the recipient to be a clear message and evoke an emotional response. At first glance, this may seem like a phenomenon not worth researching. However, the exchange and dissemination of quality memes is relevant for young people, in particular those involved in social activism. Performing primarily an  entertaining function in the mass consciousness,  they unquestioningly convey  information that  is depicted as a joke or reference to another source, which is often part of mass culture.

There is a well-known point of view of Richard Dawkins (2014), according to which memes as part of the culture, or cultural units, can be depicted in terms of evolution. This means that they have such traits as reproduction, or reproduction (replication), variability, and undergo a process of selection or selection. To make this clear, it should be noted that the image as a meme is really first to be reproduced because it is multiplied and copied according to a particular pattern. In the future, it is subject to modification in terms of the purpose of creation,  as  well  as  in  view  of  the  specific  situation,  especially  in  relation  to  the environment or recipients to whom the message is directed in the form  of  a  meme  as  an  image.  Thus, several factors affect how the modification of the meme image will take place, which is its variability. The selection of memes is manifested in the fact that unpopular memes are to be forgotten, and popular ones can always circulate in public space, replicating and changing (Distin, 2004).

A study by Italian scientists has shown that memes become more complex every year (Valensise, Serra, Galeazzi, et al., 2021). To do this, they analyzed 2 million images from the American imageboard Reddit, which were published during 2011-2020. Scientists have concluded that the complexity of such content doubles every six months, and the significant popularity of meme templates due to their initial success, so the image is not immediately found a response from the public, will not be able to gain popularity. At the same time, the peak popularity for any image begins to decline by 3-4 months. 

According  to  de  Saint  Laurent,  Glăveanu,  &  Literat  (2021), coronavirus  political memes can  be the subject of analysis. To do this, they use narrative analysis within the meme in terms of transactional and linguistic analysis. Thus, they single out the figures "Persecutor-Victim-Hero-Fool" and apply them to the most popular memes, which are considered as political narratives. As a result of the study, they found that there are five  main scenarios for this type of communication,  most  of which are criticisms of the incompetence of the government, which is expressed in humorous form.

Conclusions

A pandemic is  indeed a litmus test  for many  phenomena.  Regarding the political  discourse  of  English-speaking countries, it showed the problems that existed before. For example, the lack of political leadership or its questionable quality, the polarization of society, the need to improve health care, strategic planning, rapid response,   decentralization,   involvement   of   local  governments  in  active  action,  shortage  of  leaders,  and degradation of elites – all this somehow came to the surface during the crisis. 

It  can  be  said  that  the  political  discourse  of  English-speaking countries is formed under the  agenda and current  challenges that  arise in the  social  and  economic  spheres,  and  connection  with the spread of the epidemic – in the field of health care. This can be traced to topics discussed at different times, such as the impact of the coronavirus on elections during the election period, criticism of the government's slow response to  the  crisis  at  the  beginning,  increasing  political   competition,   and   polarization   of   society  as  the  crisis intensifies, etc. 

Notable   are   studies   on   the   correlation   between  political  preferences  and  attitudes  toward  coronavirus. Proponents of far-right movements  in this regard tend to show more disregard for  quarantine  restrictions, which in political discourse is manifested in the use of sources of questionable information to support their point of view. It is a matter of concern that such means of communication (manipulation) are also used by political officials. This is threatening in terms of the impact they can have on society by abusing their power and authority. 

The phrases that are heard from politicians, in addition to the pandemic, differ in their evaluative color, which is most often aimed at  consolidating  society  ("help  us  flatten  the  curve",  "we are all in this together", "get vaccinated / a vaccine"). “Help us save lives”), however, skeptical, critical remarks may be made about the nature, origin, and reality of the coronavirus (“it is a hoax”). In this regard, we note that the so-called The "infodemia",  which  is  characterized  by  the  dissemination  of  large  amounts  of  information,  in  particular dubious, unverified, untrue, misleading, is a side or concomitant effect   of   the   spread   of   the   coronavirus   epidemic,  and   the   scientific   community   must   continue   to participate in collective and global action against this.
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