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Abstract

In a Carpathian village whose tradition I have been studying for a number of
years, in pre-COVID-19 narratives about illness, an unexpected illness—
especially a potentially fatal one—was often viewed as a sign from above.
Depending on the relation between the speaker and the affected person, it might
either cast doubt on the person's behavior or indicate an undeserved tragic stroke
of fate. This paper examines whether that has changed during the COVID-19
pandemic. I explore how people in this village talk about the pandemic, and how
their narratives fit into, and possibly add to, our understanding of traditional
values, supernatural beliefs, and the linguistic expression of these values and
beliefs in the village.

Introduction

In March 2020, at the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic, I frequently
talked on the phone with my friends and acquaintances in the village of
Novoselytsia, (1) where I have conducted research for a number of years. I was
concerned about their safety and well-being, as they were about mine. During our
conversations, I could not help but notice that the stories they told me appeared to
be closely related to the narratives I had heard during our interviews in previous
years on the topics of health, disease, and cultural values. I then conducted a
number of phone interviews in Novoselytsia that shed new light on how the
speakers’ understanding of disease fed into the perception of one’s place in the
world in Novoselytsia’s culture. For this article, I have summarized ten interviews
conducted between March and December 2020.

In this article, I classify and analyze COVID-19 related stories told during
interviews as well as their functions in conversation. Since the speakers do not
want to be identified, I can only say that they are locally born women, all between
the ages of 40 and 65. The narratives, including stories about disease, death, and
recovery, usually do not have supernatural elements and are not connected with
ritual, so some might argue that they should not be considered folklore. However,
since they have patterns that repeat from person to person, are widely used, and
apparently reflect a traditional worldview, I consider them to be not only speech
genres, but also folklore genres.
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Narrative in the Culture of Novoselytsia

Narrative is the chief manner in which my interviewees perceive and think
about the world. Asked directly what they think about a certain issue, they will
answer with a story. In their spontaneous speech, one story flows into another.
These stories are not always chunks of text remembered and repeated, although in
some cases they might be. A story about death, for example, is constructed again
for each death and is repeated thereafter, being re-composed each time
extemporaneously, but also becoming more and more committed to memory with
each repetition. Like memorates, a death story describes an event that happened
once in the speaker’s surroundings. As the story is told again and again, it is
shaped by the expectations and feedback of listeners and by the shared culture of
the participants. Thus, a death story also functions like a memorate, serving as a
window into the traditional worldview of the culture. Similarly, recent COVID-
19 stories have been constructed along culture-specific lines and told in
accordance with the speaker’s expectations. Although not enough time has
elapsed for these narratives to solidify into stories transmitted from memory,
COVID-19 stories, nevertheless, reveal cultural patterns. The question I address
here is if these patterns have been changed by the unprecedented pandemic and if
new patterns have emerged.

I examine several types of stories told in connection with COVID-19,
analyzing their features and usage. First, I discuss narratives about people known
to the narrators: stories of disease, death, and recovery. I also touch upon stories
of COVID-19 transmission in the community. Then I briefly analyze stories of
political events, which is a much larger topic needing more analysis; however, |
outline a number of important points in my examination of political stories as a
narrative genre of village discourse connected to, and contrasted with, personal
and vicarious experience stories. In addition, I examine linguistic patterns of
talking about the supernatural to investigate culturally defined ways to control
fate. Finally, | summarize my findings about narrative patterns in COVID-19
stories.

Stories about People’s Death and Disease: Structure, Features, and Usage

Many COVID-19 stories follow established story types and are structured
accordingly. In my previous research, I have examined death stories in
Novoselytsia as a window into the community’s ideas, values, and identity
construction in several crucial areas. In the course of my work on this topic, [ have
identified three main types of death stories: 1) “good death of a good person” or
“death of a relative;” 2) “bad death of a good person” or “death of a neighbor;”
and 3) “bad death of a bad person” or “death of a witch.”
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In the first type of story, the deceased is described as a good person and
her/his death should be considered a “deservedly good” death. The components of
a good death include: 1) one is conscious and aware of one’s dying; 2) one is not
suffering; 3) dying happens over a short period of time, but not instantaneously,
e.g., from an accident; 4) after death the deceased looks almost the same as in life.
(2) It is also a good thing for a person to die at home, not in a hospital, and to have
her/his family present. The death that includes all these elements promotes envy
in others and might be granted to a person who has lived a good life. One can pray
for such death in order to receive it. A good person goes to the afterlife almost
without changes, as s/he was in life. From beyond the grave, these people can
communicate to their families in dreams, passing along the message that they are
well, or even helping out their families by instructing them about the proper course
of action to take regarding certain matters or by revealing the future.

The second type, “bad death of a good person,” includes stories about fatal
accidents, murders, and even some suicides, where the deceased was perceived as
innocent, but the unfortunate death requires explanation. These stories are most
often told about neighbors whom the speaker perceives as being generally good
or about such deaths in the narrator’s family. Some common structural features
of such stories include: 1) praise for the character and achievements of the
deceased; 2) counterfactual constructions in the subjunctive mood: “if it were not
for ..., s/he would have lived longer.” This subjunctive construction invokes a
hypothetical normal world order, highlighting that the deceased could have lived
longer had something not interfered with the norm. Overall, regarding tone and
structure, these narratives resemble abbreviated funeral laments. Often the
untimely death is explained as having been predestined, but not deserved, or else
is not explained at all. If the deceased characters from these stories appear in
dreams, they ask that various objects or services be provided to poor neighbors.
These charitable acts are believed to ultimately reach the deceased who made the
request.

The third type, “bad death of a bad person” or “death of a witch,” is told by
people unrelated to the deceased, especially by those who have something bad to
say about her/him. Such deaths are described by my interlocutors as a retribution
for “great sins,” especially witchcraft. The elements of such stories are the
opposite of what we can see in the “good death of a good person” stories: 1) the
death is described as prolonged and painful; 2) after death, the body might be
distorted and ugly, showing signs of early decomposition. (3)

The COVID-19 death stories I heard in 2020 and early 2021 were
constructed along similar lines and have the same structural elements as these
death and illness stories do. The main difference is that none of the stories contain
any supernatural components, such as communicating with relatives from beyond
the grave. This fact may be due to my interlocutors being members of a younger
generation, with relatively high educations (at least some high school), who
construct themselves as not superstitious. It may also be that the stories were not
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yet fully developed; they were generally short and bore other markers of nascence.
Supernatural elements may be introduced later, when more time has passed after
the actual deaths. (4) Another important difference is that practically all COVID-
19 death stories reported by my interlocutors fall into the second category:
“tragic/bad death of a good person.” Even if the speakers strongly disapproved of
the deceased’s actions (e.g., when talking about a woman who came home sick
from Italy, and, before becoming bedridden, visited many in their homes and
attended a church service, spreading COVID-19 all over her village), the speaker
did not add any features of the “bad death” story to the narrative. On the contrary,
practically all COVID-19 death stories contain praise for the deceased and convey
the distinct feeling that the death should not have occurred. That was the case both
when a speaker talked about deaths of people whom she knew, at least by hearsay,
as well as about deaths she learned of from mass media. Below are two excerpts
from conversations, one about the deaths of two people the speaker knew, and the
other about the deaths of two people unknown to her:

1) B: ... Tai nikapi | y [...] B [...] B4 um Tp# mikapi yMépiu | Ha KOBIX
ChOTOJIHI | CAKI TO CIIPABHI |

Author: Kinsku ymépio?

B: Maixe Tp# | 184 a6o Tpi mikapi |

Author: Boxe

B: Ho | Taif Taki mue | 60 y déiic6ykoBu Gauna Taki paitHi 4OMOBIKEI
IT M3BIICAT péKiB r4yé i He ObUIO MIi3BAICT Tall

Author: Boxe

B: Tait mu6 3po6¥TH Taif uu BATUTE 6ina TOT GiAEI € 10CTa Taif roTOBO |

[B: ... And doctors ... In [another district center in the region], where MM
lives, two or three doctors died of COVID, today, that is how it is.
Author: How many died?

B: Maybe three, two or three doctors

Author: My God!

B: Yes. And they were also...I saw it on FB: such nice men, less than 60
years old, younger than 60.

Author: Oh my God!

B: But what’s to be done? Do you see, it is a misfortune [bida] (5), there
is a lot of this misfortune, and that's how it is] [Informant B, 22
December 2020]

2) MHOro XBOPBIX Téii | a MO T He | He XOTAT npu3HaBATH |y ... |
1103aBUOPa M UMTANA | y 4OPHIBLAX | i | pékTop momép Bix kOB | i |
JIeKAH | Taii Taxi mrae (aiini Taki 60 Heé | MAOGHI AYKe cTapi | TOT €1éH
MOXKe 1E3b 10 MSAECAT POKIB a APYTHIi | HO MiT mE3bAbECAT TaKi hAiHi
JEOH | y 6BOBI TAKOMI | AKANCH BHIKIANAY | TIOTITEXHAYHOTO iHCTUTYTY |
Ha KOBIJ[ IoMep | € TOT GilEI a iKApCTBa BIMTE HEeMA Tail 40 POGHTH |
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[There are a lot of sick people, and that’s it, and people don’t want to
acknowledge it ... [ yester ... I read the day before yesterday, in a paper,
that in Chernivtsi, a dean and a president [of a university] both died of
COVID. And they were both such healthy people, and not old, that one
was less than 50, the other, near 60, such good people. In Lviv, too, a
professor of a Polytechnic University died of COVID. There is a lot of
that misfortune [bidY], and there is no cure, so what’s to be done?]
[Informant A, 1 November 2020].

The first speaker praises the dead doctors: they were professional, educated
city-dwellers, i.e., belonged to the class that peasants call pany [gentlemen] and
consider to be above the peasant class. She also calls them “nice” and notes that
they were not old, indicating that it was not time for them to die. “Misfortune” is
mentioned to help the speaker accept their deaths. The second speaker uses the
same rhetoric when talking about the university administration and faculty she
read about (upper-class men, healthy, not old), saying that their deaths were
unnatural and tragic. In a similar story about the death of a simple rural woman,
the victim is also praised, but since she is neither a man nor an accomplished city-
dweller, the only thing she is praised for is her (relative) youth:

3) O réccnoaw, qyeTe K4 puiALLIa Kapa 60%a Taif rOTOBO | LITO JIoAEH
AK | Ka3aum mr4o Ta urdo | o 40n0BiK | OkIB n€ck y iranii | Ta BIH
nepeXBoplB | HO Taif IepeHi3 sncocr, TaK ixaB CIOJIFI B qemeuﬂx .la
KIHKY HazlapOBaB TPULBLIITH CiM poKkiB Taii HOMepna | HO Ta 5 BaM KaXY |
Taif MOIIOJA | 0GEIYHO % TO CTapi IOMHPAIOT a TYil TOO1 Ha | Taii 6ixa Taii
6ina |

[My God! See what a disaster it is [O hdsspody, chuiete iaka pryishla
kara bozha, lit.: what kind of God’s punishment has come], that people,
as...They said one man was in Italy; he had COVID-19 and recovered and
came here, somewhere in Chernivtsi, and gave it to his wife zAinku
nadarovaw]; she was 37 years old, and she died. I am telling you ... She
was young; usually it is the old people who die, but here ... That is a
misfortune, a misfortune [tai bida tai bidd]] [Informant B, 21 March
2020].

“Misfortune,” “no cure,” and “what’s to be done?” are invoked as devices used to
accept the reality though still pointing out that it should not be so. COVID-19 is
the apparent embodiment of destiny that cannot be fought.

Alongside stories about deaths from COVID-19, there are also disease and
recovery narratives. I did not research disease stories in the pre-COVID-19 period,
so that there is no basis for exact comparison. (6) However, the COVID-19 disease
and recovery stories resemble death stories in their structure; specifically, “bad
death of a good person” stories. The absolute majority of disease and recovery
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stories (I have collected over 60 stories of various lengths) are about a good person
who tragically got sick and suffered greatly, sharing similar features with the “bad
death” stories even if the person recovers. Below is such a story:

4) A 6par | mo B [place name] | 1o B HAC €NIEKTPHUKOM | Ta KAxke OO OBIB
UM OJIAIH IEHB 3aImi3HAB cs1 | s ObIB Tam OBIB Jie MOs Ké)Ke cectpa | i
1énéph Kaé He ... HO 0Jle MM Ka3aB | s 1I4e Kaxe HprOKy | He HabEpy cs
CHIIBI SIKY ST MAB | a BIH TaKbIi MOUHBIH TakbIH | sk cecb | [describes the
man | know] | HO | TaKEI# 310pOBBI qyeTe | ,uy)ice MIAXMATHACT | BIH MA€ 1
HaFOpOI[LI 60 BIH GPAB y4acTs | HO | a cAM BiH XO1uT | [describes his
Work] | HO TOMy . po0uT | rouKa Horo nepeHecna TEXKO | )KIHKA TO Ke
caMoe | a BIH MAIIO He MimdB Ch_ ChBITA | HO | KA%Ke BELIAB iM 110 | 10
TEICAYY OMIApiB HO | TOTO y HAC MHOTO TaKi | Ha TiKAPCTBA | HO Taif 1O
3po0OUTH | IO 3pOOATH KOJIM Y BUIUTE Taka 0114 mpuitnuia Ta |

[And her [a woman who died of COVID-19] brother in [a village
nearby], who works as an electrician, he says, “if | had been [taken to the
hospital] one day later, I would be in the same place as my sister” [i.e. he
would have died]. And now, he said to me, “It will take me half a year to
regain my previous strength.” And he is such a stout guy, healthy, as
[another man both the speaker and I know]. Such a healthy guy, a chess
player, he has awards, he took part in ... and for work, he [the speaker
describes his work]. His daughter had an easier COVID-19, his wife also,
but he “almost went away from this world”. He says, “I gave them up to
$1000 ... and there is a lot [of people] like this ... for the medicines.”
What can one do, if this disaster has come?] [Informant D, 17 October
2020].

The speaker mentions the man’s achievements: the man has a job; he has an
intellectual hobby (chess) in which he is accomplished (he has won competitions);
he used to be healthy and stout (which are apparently roughly equivalent for the
speaker). Nevertheless, he got sick with COVID-19 and, unlike his female
relatives who had a milder case of the disease, he suffered both bodily (it will take
him a long time to recover his previous health) and financially ($1000 is a lot of
money; for comparison, a teacher’s monthly salary is around $100). Again, the
feeling is that the man was undeservedly hard hit by fate. The speaker again
blames the misfortune/disaster [bida], a euphemism for COVID-19.

There is an additional wrinkle in the man’s misfortune as well: a long
recovery is required for him to be fit enough to do his job. In the culture of
Novoselytsia, money earned on a job is not something vital (an entire family can
live off their land and side earnings, such as gathering and selling berries in the
summer), but earnings from one’s job contribute to the family’s welfare; while
not earning drains family resources. A man who is not fit to do his job is a disgrace
to himself; depleting the family budget and then still not being able to work adds
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insult to injury. This man then has been dealt an additional blow to his reputation.
But, as the narrator says, there is little recourse: “What can one do if this disaster
has come?”

The “bad disease of a good person” stories similar to this one that lament
people’s undeserved misfortunes constitute an absolute majority of disease
narratives. I heard just one story of the type “bad disease of a bad person.” Its
main character was a man who had divorced the speaker’s cousin after a long
marriage and thereafter was considered an enemy of the entire family. He was
said to have visited his old mother for Christmas, after which they both came down
with COVID-19. The speaker summarized: “He must have been running around
[vsiudy shastaw], so he brought his mother the infection.” The verb she chose to
use [shastaty] could mean “walk, run, prowl around, skirr” or “be promiscuous.”
Apparently, the speaker conceives of the man’s promiscuity as an essential trait
of his character and sees COVID-19 as retribution for his misbehavior.

While only one of this type was documented, the stories where a good person
suffered undeservedly were ubiquitous. They were told about relatives, fellow
villagers, people living elsewhere in the region about whom the speaker heard
from others, and about people from mass media sources. The pervasiveness of this
story type leads to three comments about their social function. The first is that, by
default, when speaking about matters of life and death, a person is considered to
be in the “good” (or “our”) group until proven otherwise. Even if a narrator holds
minor grudges against a fellow villager, if they die or get seriously ill, survivors
owe them a eulogy. The second comment is that the same treatment extends by
default to the people the speaker has no personal knowledge of. When talking of
people in other contexts, the first thing mentioned is always whether they are
“from our village” vs. “not from our village,” with the further distinctions between
“our people” and “Poles” (i.e., people from the north of the Carpathian ridge) or
between “from here” and “from Ukraine.” However, all these distinctions become
irrelevant when talking about death and disease. It is possible that speaking ill of
a dead person incurs reputational damage for being hostile to the point of not
following societal rules or invites retaliation by the spirits of the deceased, but this
hypothesis requires additional research to determine which factor is more likely
in this context. Thirdly, the only exception attested concerned the person who
harmed the speaker’s family. Below we will see in more detail how the family is
at the center of values in Novoselytsia, but this brief story gives us a glimpse of
the family-centered worldview.

Stories of Spreading and Contracting Infection

In addition to stories of death, disease, and recovery, there arose a new type
of narrative that probably was not in existence before COVID-19: stories of
spreading and contracting infection. In some of these stories, speakers talk about
COVID-19 spreading after people came together for church, memorial services at
home, weddings, etc. Usually, it is not known who the infected person was at the
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gathering. Speakers bemoan a number of people getting sick and conclude that it
is dangerous to go to gatherings during these times. Below is an example:

5) A: ... ko ICHIS KHUPWJI Ta AKOE HEMIYACKISI OBUIO KUIBKO TOI1 GELIO
XBOPBIX | Ta XTO TysKEIii Ta | mepeGOpOB BIOMA | TO TOPSUKEI JTIKOBAIIA HO
a XT6 cnalFIii Ta | Ta i B YKropoi nexam 6arati ix i B Mixkripi moBHO
OBLIO 1 HAII ...

Author: Ti oo npuixaian Ha KUprUIa BOHA | XTOCh 3 HUX ITpUHIC?

A: X10 | .. . XT6Cch GBIB TaKbIil HOCIEM Tl | Haz[apOBéB Taid BCkO |... [name]
.| céi [name] | 1K BaM KaTH | cecTpbl 104Ka | OBLIM CbME Ha KIA0bIuI4i
60 y HAC cerOJbHi IEH MAMHSITI | @ MBI MU n03an0pa ly quBepL Ta

ChbME TaM | MBI CsI nop;moxc Tajlb MBI TaK 4ac BiJi 4acy inemo | ta_
qyeTe Ta Ka3aJ1a 3a CBOro 6AThKA B HEI GATHKO yxce cimuéesT mite pokin
Maé | MOxKe i Ginbie | Tail Kasxke | uu HOMY Tpea GBLIO iTh ToraE! | Ha
KBHPFIA a JATIbIIe mmOB | 16 [name] caBTEIPIO YMTATH Taif | Ta 106pe
1II90 CKOPO | TIOTPATIMB B TIKAPHIO Ta BPATYBAIA IO | TaK | MiX KAxe | yxé
TaM ObIB OBI Tail Také M40 | K pa3 HAM TaM Ka3ana |

[A: After St. Cyril, (7) there was such a misfortune, so many sick people.
The people who were stronger, they got better at home, cured these
fevers, but those who were weaker ... And in Uzhhorod, there were a lot
of them [in the hospital] and in Mizhhir’ia, a lot of them

Author: Among those who came for St. Cyril’s, someone brought [the
infection]?

A: Who ... there was one carrier, maybe, who infected others, and that
was that. This [name of a woman], how can I tell you, her sister’s
daughter, we were together in the cemetery, because today we have a day
of remembrance, and we went the day before yesterday, on Thursday,
cleaning up there, we do it from time to time. And you know, she told us
about her father, her father is 75 years old or older, and she said, “Did he
really need to go to church on St. Cyril’s Day, and then he went to
[name]’s to read the Psalter [at a memorial service] and ... It’s good that
he was rushed to the hospital soon, so they helped him; otherwise, he
could have been there already.” She told us there [in the cemetery]]
[Informant A, 1 November 2020].

Both events, the church service on St. Cyril’s Day and the memorial service
in someone’s home, are important events in everyday life. St. Cyril’s Day is
considered to be the feast day of the church in Novoselytsia; strangely, the church
is dedicated to St. Michael, and Michaelmas (8) is also celebrated as the church’s
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feast day, but St. Cyril’s is much more important to the congregation. On St.
Cyril’s, all natives living elsewhere try to come to Novoselytsia. They attend the
church service, maybe go to the fair that takes place next to the church, and then
visit their relatives, feasting and exchanging gifts. Coming to the village for St.
Cyril’s is a sign of belonging to the community. The second event mentioned in
the narrative, the memorial service where several people read the Psalter and have
a meal, is a necessary part of death rituals; it is done while the body is still in the
house, then several more times at larger and larger intervals (ninth day, fortieth
day, and one year after the death). It is important for the family of the deceased
and a sign of respect for the readers who are invited to participate. The old man
apparently could not miss any of these important occasions despite the risk.

The story of his getting COVID-19 at one of these events is constructed along
the lines of the popular “getting into danger/having an accident” story pattern in
Novoselytsia. That story type itself is reminiscent of a simplified version of
Propp’s pattern for the magic tale. The “accident story” includes: a description of
the circumstances; maybe a premonition or a warning, overt or implied; an
account of how the person did not heed the warning, perhaps unwittingly; and
what happened as a result. Pre-pandemic, I recorded a large number of such
stories. (9) The story about the old man getting infected has all the elements of an
“accident story:” the explanation of the circumstances and the warning (in his
daughter’s words, in hindsight), how he went to both places, and how he narrowly
escaped death as a result. Other stories about one person, or many people at once,
getting infected also contain these elements and are apparently also based on the
“accident story” pattern.

However, sometimes in the “getting infected” stories, the spreader is known,
as in the story below:

6)lymnac|y 1p111aB1 | XIiHKa | 3axBOpina GEUIa 184 JHI 94U TPU HO
BEIABHII | 2 BOHA BCIOJIBI IIACTANA | i cIy:KGFI | i caBThIpi unTana | Tait
noMépia cbordIbHI B paHblIi | a T CHIH 3aB NONIKIIHUKOB B ipIIaBi 1e | Ta
TOXKE ro HaJapoBaJia | HaZapOBANIA IO YYETe | HO rOpe CSAKOE Tail TOTOBO |

[Here too, in Irshava, a woman got sick, [she was sick for] two or three
days, and they figured it out; and they said she had gone everywhere, to
services, read Psalter, and died this morning, and her son is head of the
clinic in Irshava, so she infected [nadarovala] him as well, she infected
him. That is a misfortune, and that is it]. [Informant C, 6 April 2020].

Another story concerns the speaker’s family:
7) ... TaM | TITKa 1 34Th i BHYKa 1 JOYKA | a ... TaKOE | TO | BOHA | CECh 140

BOIiEM | mKapbKy BO3UT y [name of the village] | To mkapbka OpLIa
XBOpa Tail TOXKe He OecCOBICHA | OHA Ha HOT'AX MEPEHOCHIIA | yKa3allo
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MO3UTHBHOE | a OHA ane X0/ | BIH 1 BO3UB | HO Taii HajapoBaa ro |
Ta Japye BaM TOTO |

[... there [in the neighboring village] [the speaker’s] aunt, and brother-in-
law, and [his] granddaughter, and daughter, [everybody is sick], and
[what happened is that] she ... this guy [the speaker’s brother-in-law] who
is a driver, he drives a [female] doctor in [name of the village], this
doctor was sick — isn’t she without conscience? she was sick and
continued working, her test was positive, and she kept going around, he
was driving her, so she infected him, you can get infected this way]
[Informant A, 13 July 2020].

The speaker directly blames the doctor who infected her cousin’s family, and, later
in the narrative, uses some strong words to describe her. However, other people
told similar stories from a different perspective, namely about their relatives going
to work when sick or after not checking their status when they had a sick person
in the house. “They would have quarantined her for two weeks,” one person stated
in another story, “and who would work in the meantime?” [Informant D, mid-
March 2021, exact date unknown].

These stories dovetail with the story of the old man in the village who
disregarded the danger and went to church and the Psalter service, as well as with
another story about a woman in Irshava who spread the disease at church and a
memorial service. One might wonder why these people would take this risk. As I
mentioned above, there are a number of values that are important for identity
construction in the village. These values are intrinsic, and people who comply with
them are entitled to feel good about themselves, whatever else happens in their
lives. The main goal in one’s life is to ensure that one’s household—defined as
one’s house and the people in it—continues to exist and thrive. If the house
remains empty, it is a disgrace and a disaster. Therefore, for example, if a couple
has no children, they adopt a child and make sure that, upon becoming an adult,
s/he brings a spouse into the house, continues to work on the land, and leaves
progeny who will continue to live in the house. Taking care of one’s household
and family is extremely important. A person who does not contribute, with their
work or earnings, becomes a burden on their household, and it is a disgrace for
them. Money is considered more prestigious than the work of one’s hands, so two
weeks in quarantine without salary is insulting, even if the family can afford it.
Another value that is extremely important for a person’s identity is their reputation
in the community. Reputation is hard earned in a village where everyone knows
each other. Being an avid church-goer and a reader at Psalter services boost one’s
reputation, and one does not reject those opportunities lightly, even in the presence
of COVID-19.

In addition, as the pandemic continued, it became clear that not everyone
who contracted COVID-19 would die of it. Contracting the virus and the severity
of the cases are circumstances meted out randomly. Even good people get sick
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and die. There is nothing to be done, as different speakers continually mentioned,
so that apparently one should not abandon normal activities that are important for
survival and self-esteem, just because chances are higher than usual of getting sick
and maybe dying or contracting the disease and passing it on. If someone passes
on COVID-19 to their brother-in-law, they would be angry; if their old father
recklessly goes about his business and gets infected, they might be annoyed as
well; but if someone in your family continues working while sick or taking care
of a sick family member, it is a normal thing; who would act any differently?

In addition, death is not considered bad in and of itself. When life is organized
around the survival of the family in its house, not around an individual’s pursuit
of happiness, then a person of any age feels good while s/he contributes to the
family’s wealth and bad if s/he does not. As a result, the elderly keep cows and
pigs and do not listen to their children’s advice to stop working so hard. They
feel that they are providing for the family, because children who live in the city
do not have to buy milk and meat, which are expensive. For this reason, an old
and disabled person should feel that he depletes the family’s resources and by all
rights should be ashamed. Death would be a blessing for such a person, because
he will not be a burden to his family; old and frail people often express this
opinion about themselves, sincerely lamenting that they have been living too
long. During the COVID-19 pandemic, many speakers have calmly summed up
stories of death and disease: “I am old already. It will be okay for me to die; it is
my children that I worry about because they need to raise and marry off their
children.” That is, after one’s children are married off, one’s purpose in life is
achieved. At that point, death does not seem bleak and may be even attractive
and timely when compared to being unable to care for oneself and requiring a lot
of work, because that would harm the family’s welfare.

On the other hand, a multi-generational house—with children, adults, and
grandparents—where everyone, including the old, can contribute to the family’s
well-being, is a desirable ideal; people feel deeply troubled when something goes
awry and this model cannot be implemented. During my research, I heard one
story a number of times about a woman who died after contracting the virus at her
son’s wedding. Leaving aside the fact that this wedding had been a superspreader
event, the fact that apparently fascinated and scared speakers was that a few years
earlier, the woman’s husband had died a week or so after their daughter’s
wedding. Below is one rendition of the story:

8) Ta ma TOMy BécLi BCl T IXONAIH | MOTOZOTO MATH | yMépIa | Hichs
TOro y y | sIK | michiIst BECLIS piIBHO y JIBA TEDKHI | OHA 10Ma | TEDKIEHD
6FU1a | miBTOPA | iITur TOXOMMIA 1O YOpHi AT0/IB! 3HACTE Y BEPHXY MOTHO
| apTHBI KAXKYTH | FOPAUKY MAA TIFAIA SKICH TaGIETKEI TO KOO [name]
OHa *KUe TaM e | BBl 'y [name] ObUIH | a Big [name] Tam | q}'/TL q}'/TL | miTh
| Tam e [name s] Taro | po3ymieTe | BEI KOJIMCH OBLIM TaM 4yTh 4yTh | &
Ko 1 HpI/IBe3J'II/I | TO a1 KOMIH [name] [name] ni3uime migxonsa | Ta |
[name] 1rde MOxk OBLIO ypsITYBATH | @ OHA yrKe 3a/bIXANa Cs JBA HI | 41
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TpI/I TNOXKHIa Tail nomépa | misaécsr TpI/I pOKH | HO | Ta 1€ He wKoAa
rOCCIONH | TO TAK 60J1>1qe | kot | nduKy BimnaBana néch poKiB TOMY TpI/I
YOTKIPH | HO TaTh YONOBIK T HAIAB cs1 Ta yMED | Yepes TELKAEHD | a OHa |
CFIHA XEHIIA TO ... | HO | i Ténéph XATY 3aMKHYIH | 60 CBIH 1110 KEHIB Cs
céif | mo y ... cycinis 6pap AiBuMHY Ta | OHI Y uéxii poGiM Taii moixanu
B 4€Xilo | a XaTy 3aKpbLd | a | rde Opuia 6a0a | pd3ymiére | oro MamebI
MATH | Tail 3a0pana 1 | mpyra gouyka B [name] paioH |

[... Everyone got it [COVID-19] at that wedding. The groom’s mother
died after that, after ... exactly two weeks after the wedding. She was
home for one and a half weeks. She even went to gather blueberries,
there are a lot of them in the mountains, you know, they are called idfyny.
She had a fever; she took some pills—she lives (10) not far from TT [at
the other end of the village from the narrator], a little towards TT’s
father’s place, you have been there. She was taken to the hospital at the
same time as TT, but TT got it [COVID-19] later, so she could be helped,
and this woman was already short of breath. She lived two or three days
and died. 53 years old. Isn’t it a pity, my God! It’s so painful ... [fa dé ne
shkéda hésspody | to tdk boliache]. When she was marrying off her
daughter, about three or four years ago, her husband got drunk and died a
week later, and [now] she was marrying her son off, and [she died two
weeks later]. And [their] house is locked up now. Her son married a girl
from our neighbors’ house; they worked in the Czech Republic, so they
went back there, and the house is locked. There was also a grandma, his
[the groom’s] mother’s mother; another daughter took her to her house in
[name of] district] [Informant D, 17 October 2020].

This is a sad story (“isn’t it a pity ... it is so painful”’) not only because the woman
died having contracted the disease at her son’s wedding, but because her house,
instead of flourishing, stood empty. Her daughter’s departure from home after
getting married was expected and normal, but right aftewards, the woman’s
husband died, initiating a downward spiral for their household. The son, according
to traditional rules, should have brought a daughter-in-law into his mother’s
house, but, because she died soon after the wedding, the newlyweds returned to
the Czech Republic. Even the old grandmother was taken to another daughter’s
house in a different district of Transcarpathia. What should have been family
victories led rapidly to the household’s destruction: as the narrator comments, 7a
dé ne shkoda hosspody [Isn’t it a pity, my God].

Stories about Politics
Besides stories about personal and vicarious experiences with COVID-19,

speakers frequently and thoroughly discussed government measures directed
toward the pandemic. (11) The main theme in these stories could be summed up
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in the phrase “our country is the worst.” Some of these stories were structured as
comparisons between the situation and policies in Ukraine and those in other
countries—information speakers gleaned from friends living in those countries or
from the media. Though the objective situation in Ukraine might be better than in
other countries (“They say in Ukraine there are 42 [cases], seven are suspected,
and in Italy, it is a disaster [bidd], one friend from Dolyna called me and said they
had 700 or 800 cases [in Italy],” [Informant B, 21 March 2020]), Ukrainian
policies are always portrayed as bad by comparison to other countries. One
example of practices that are considered better elsewhere is mask wearing: “A
friend in the Czech Republic said the authorities there were strict about masks,
and here in Ukraine, people don’t believe in COVID-19 and don’t wear masks”
[Informant A, 13 July 2020]. On other occasions, there was no comparison; the
speaker would simply retell what s/he found out about the current situation in
Ukraine and would vehemently explain why it was so terrible. Sometimes
speakers would get so emotional that I would rapidly change the topic, frankly
scared to see them in such distress.

Interestingly, when the situation with COVID-19 would deteriorate in
another country, or when measures taken were less than laudable, speakers would
not blame that country’s authorities at all, or not as severely or emotionally as
they would blame Ukrainian authorities. The same woman who reported her
friend’s words about wearing masks in the Czech Republic said in an interview a
couple of months later:

9) D: ... mudch y uexii 6arato XBOpPLIX | BuOpa MU 3BOHIIA | Tail CIK |
Author: Y uéxii § TVK yyna mwo ayxe 6arato Téneps |[...]

D: Ho 1énéps | Ta K&xe TAK CS CO ... | BpOJE 1 COKOTIIIH €5 KAXKE YK
KyIbl B METPO YH KyJIbI BCKOJIBI B MACKAaX HO 1 TAK TOTO BITKBICH CS

PpOCIIOBCIOIUIIO Tait 0ifa |

[D: For some reason, there are a lot of cases in the Czech Republic. She
[a friend] called me yesterday.

Author: I also heard that in the Czech Republic there is a lot [of cases]
now

D: Yes, now ... She said they apparently took care of themselves; in the
subway, and everywhere, everybody was wearing masks, but for some
reason it [COVID-19] got widespread, and that is a misfortune [fai bidd]
[Informant D, 17 October 2020].

Later, when restaurants were closed in the Czech Republic, and the woman who
told the speaker about obligatory mask wearing lost her job as a result, the speaker
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did not criticize Czech authorities; she only described her friend’s job situation in
detail [Informant C, 18 October 2020]. Earlier, in March, when Ukrainians were
sent home from other European countries, according to the same speaker, she
described the actions of these countries’ authorities as brusque and inconsiderate,
but did not use accusatory language:

10) . TOTO LM BUJIUTE SIKA r[pm?mmé nécniaﬂnuﬂ | Taka an/II‘/'HmIé o
JIOZH SIK MYXBIL MPYT Taii BCBO Taid | a 10 Hac myTL Ta BChO OBLIO
3ap061TanHn |ic YKpalHLI | némprya itémis icnéuis | Ténépk TO BChO
BITTBI | BCBO [03aKPBIBAJIA TaM KapaHTI/IH | BLITypIO}OT TH JIypHEBIX |
3:L0p0131 ap XBOPI | iMiT cO61 | Ta 3HAéTE a Y HAC i TECHTIB HUE | HEE UM
TOTO ...

[Do you see what times have come, the end times [zsy vidyte iakd
pryishla poslidnytsa]? So that people die like flies. (12) And everyone
comes here [back home to Ukraine]. There were a lot of people from
Ukraine who worked in Poland, Italy, Spain, and now everything is
closed there, the quarantine, and they are sent out like stupid ones,
whether they are sick or healthy, just, “you go.” And we don’t even have
tests, nothing to do that with ...] [Informant B, 21 March 2020].

Sometimes the situation in another country was used only as a springboard and
was not even commented on; the speaker immediately switched focus to Ukraine
and blamed everything on Ukrainian authorities, which sometimes resulted in a
series of loosely connected accusations:

11) B: XBopd0a 151 He | He IPABUT HUKOTO C€ Taka XBOpOOa | a y Bac
ir4y € B aMépuui Toxe?

Author: Y Hac € 6araro | 6araTo nryn €

B: 51 uyo 10 TejeBI30pi i CTATACTHKY KAXKYT IIY0 IIYH € | HO i B HAC | un
1O 1 HacnpéBz[i € | um TOT | ic wAmp B},'160paMI/1 | oM | 3HAéTE HE
NO3BOMIIN | IOHEIBKI JTyTaHCBKI O0MIACHILl HABITH TOTBI IO HE
HlTKOHTpOJ‘IBHl | 0OBI HE ronocyBanI/I 60 Tam He rnTIpHMy}()T cécro Hamy
| HOBY BIIANY HO | 1 XTO iX 3HAE i OHU NIYOCH | OCh MYIPYIOTh_ iC CHM |
KOBIZIOM 4O | Benfika Gy/1e CTATHCTHKA 90 MHOIO XBOPBIX | 4o | 1éch
30Ha TaM | 4epBOHA Taii | TAM He Gyb_ FOJOCOBATH UM ITY0 BOHA XOTAT
| He MOKeMe 3HATH Tail TOTOBO IT40Ch TO | 10 100pa HE ije | 10 1oOpa He
iné a KpagyTh KpaayTh A ce MAid ceppKy Ha TOMY LI40 | 4OMY
POCKPaIAKOTh HO YOMY | Ta MEI Garari 651 | y aésudcToMy pomi
NETHOCTO NépmOMY Ha ISTOMY a TENEph ickMe 4OPT 3HAE HA AKOMY
MiChIIi yké | 1 TO BChO PO3IKPATH i KOKHBIH Kpané i KOxKHBIT 6epé | XTO
NIPY BJI4Ii T HAXKABATH_ Csl Tau |
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[B: This is a disease that doesn’t make anyone better. Is there COVID-19
in America?

Author: Yes, still a lot

B: I’ve heard on television, and the statistics, that there is still ... And in
Ukraine too, I don't know if it is true or not, with these elections, you
know, they didn’t allow, in Donetsk and Luhansk Oblast’, even the
districts that are under Ukraine, they weren't allowed to vote, because
they don’t support our new authorities. Who knows what they are doing
there, something fishy with this COVID, so that there will be a lot of
cases, many sick people, so there will be a red zone there and they won’t
vote, or there is something else they [the authorities] want, we cannot
know that, and that is it. There won’t be any good out of it, there won’t.
And they [the authorities] steal a lot. That angers me the most, why are
they stealing, why? In 1990 or 1991, we were in the fifth place, that is,
we had the fifth largest economy—among the republics of the USSR? in
the world? and now devil only knows in which place we are. Everything
has been stolen, and everyone steals, everyone takes, anyone who has any
power, they line their pockets, and that is it] [Informant B, 11 September
2020].

Such accusations often literally repeat messages from anti-Ukrainian and pro-
Russian television channels. Many speakers watch these channels, e.g., 1+1 and
NewsOne, whose agenda is shaped by their owners, the oligarchs Igor’
Kolomoisky (1+1) and Viktor Medvedchuk (NewsOne). (13) Medvedchuk is
known in Ukrainian media and blogs as kum Putina “the man whose daughter’s
godfather is Putin.” (14) The agenda and tone of Ukrainian television merit
additional research, particularly the prevalence of messages that foster negativity,
discriminatory attitudes toward women and minorities, general disrespect for
personalities, the rule of law, and the truth in general. These messages might serve
the worst instincts of the population, but they also may be designed to undermine
participation in civil society and democratic procedures. (15)

These issues did not arise during COVID-19 in particular. Similar messages
have played on Ukrainian television for a number of years. They fell on the fertile
soil of post-Soviet nostalgia, a topic that is worthy of further research as well. My
previous interviews have revealed that people view the late Soviet period of the
1970s—1980s as a time of prosperity that finally came after the poverty and
suffering of the pre-war times and collective farm era, that is, their entire lives
before that time. As one woman told me with pride about the 1980s, “Even mugs
and bed sheets could be bought in a store, at times” [personal communication].
Collective farms and factories of that time had provided poorly paid, but stable
jobs. The subsequent economic hardship of perestroika and the closing of
collective farms and factories affected people’s well-being and their self-image.
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Some organized quickly and went abroad to work in construction (men) or as
caregivers (women) and sent money home. Others, however, did not dare to take
this risk and held onto their jobs, especially if the jobs had once been well-paid
and prestigious (teachers, doctors, or workers in the remaining factories). As a
result, these people eventually became much worse off than people without an
education or previous experience who were working abroad and sending plenty
of money home, and their pride suffered greatly. Nostalgia for the seemingly
idyllic Soviet times when everyone had a job and was happy (17) was combined
with a feeling of learned political helplessness apparently widespread also in the
Soviet and post-Soviet discourses of various other countries. (16) The attitude,
pervasive in my interlocutors’ narratives, is that everyone in a position of
authority is a crook and a thief, that this is how the world works, and that they, the
people, cannot do anything since they are simple peasants (or worse still, peasant
women) who do not understand politics. In the interpretation of numerous post-
Soviet difficulties, these three components: the feeling of political helplessness,
Soviet nostalgia, and media presenting contemporary life as a perpetual and
unavoidable disaster, came together into a well-established discourse “Ukraine is
the worst country ever.” (18) Therefore, predictably, a continuation of this
discourse during COVID-19 was “Ukraine is the worst country at fighting
COVID-19.”

In general, there is not much structure in discourse about Ukraine being the
worst country; its episodes are merely stacked one upon the other but are not
arranged in any specific order. The COVID-19 episodes also became incorporated
and work as well as complaints about high gas prices or low salaries. This
discourse seems to be self-perpetuating: once a speaker gets into this mode, s/he
continues adding new episodes, becoming more and more emotional at each step.
I could never listen to it at length because the speakers rapidly grew markedly
upset, prompting me to switch the topic. I still do not have a good explanation
about the function served by this discourse. However, Atlani-Duault et al. [2015]
offer one possible approach in their study of conspiracy theories on Frankophone
Internet in relation to the HIN1 pandemic. They state that expressing ideas about
global conspiracies online

bestows a comforting sense of legitimacy and gives both authors and
their readers the impression of being able to transgress certain social
taboos and thus escape from their feelings of impotence. In addition, the
collective search for guilty parties creates a link among those who might
once have nursed their fears and suspicions in isolation. [Atlani-Duault et
al. 2015: 56]

Since discourse in Novoselytsia features similar topics, including the sense of

political impotence (“they are in power, and we, what can we do?””) as well as the
“search for guilty parties” that usually follows invectives on television, the
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“Ukraine is the worst” discourse might provide speakers the desirable feeling of
political importance and of “being in the know.”

There is one theme in the “Ukraine is the worst” discourse, however, that
seems to be more closely connected with the local value system. The episodes
used in this discourse are typically descriptions of policies, past and present, and
not stories about specific people. However, there is one mythologeme promoted
on television that elicits personal responses: that Ukraine’s very existence is
endangered because people emigrate. It resonates because many people have
younger relatives—children, nephews, nieces, and grandchildren—working
abroad. Thus, after stating, e.g., that doctors are overworked and underpaid here
in Ukraine, which is especially unfair during COVID-19, and that doctors have
emigrated to other countries, speakers usually recall stories of their own relatives
who have gone abroad and done well. Below is an example that includes and
continues excerpt 1:

12) B: ... Tai mikapi | y [name] B [name of a town] B4 um Tp# ikapi
yMEpiu | Ha KOBI CHOTOMIHI | CaKl TO CIPABHI |

Author: Kinbko ymépino?
B: Maixe Tp# | 184 a6o Tpi mikapi |
Author: Boxe

B: Ho | Tait Taki m4e | 60 y ¢pEncOykoBr 6aurna Taki $haiHi 4610BIKEI
T MHA3BIICAT POKIB 114€ ¥ He OBUTO HII3MICAT Tal

Author: Boxe

B: Taii w46 3p061/'1T1/I Taii un BAguTe 6ind 161 6igEr € 1ocTa Tait roTéBO | a
TYHKBI YyeTe | nepme nop .. TeneBlsopy Ka3a1u Ta OHM i TaKk Opeuryt
140 cEpENHs 3aprmaTa nucapﬂ y HaC y kpaini | nésrh TEICSTY | TéNépE 110
| TénéB130py 1ML Ka3aM s Kay Haid He | 6pen1yT 60 O1e y MDKTIPBIO y
[name] a | 1IiCh C HOIOBHHOB CiM | Ta X0Th X04€e 00bI MaNa 6inbme | Ta
Oepé HiuHI | p06I/IT Ha TEDKHIO 10 B Tpu HOUH | yABATE cOG1 NIIAH
JITAHY NUIIA# 4610BiKa | Ta po6¥ | ... | @ y HAX y TEIX ciyTiB HAPOIB |
HapOLy IO KAXKYT | Tai | y yChBIX iumué iM Ténéph migHsmm | mpoKypopam
cyzls'{M | TBIM cnyréM BCBHEIM TIOMTHAMAIY [0 HAJ( AECATH TEICSY 110 Hajl
ABALBLATS | a 1 TAK MK 110 COPOK MSAAECAT THICSY | @ W€ BCAKBIHA 6i3HeC
HO Tail w40 | y HAC C5 He iHAT | p03yM aBCOTIOTHO HI | Hi OcBiTa HEI
MeIuIHHa | HU HayKOBl HIY Ha HayKy TOXeE HE BUIUIOT Tai | o 61yt
p03p06n9m/1 KETh | HEMA iC YAM 3apa3 BEDKUTH | Taii CAKI TO CIPABBI |
uypaBl 14 | HI40 3pOOHTH SIK € Ta € | Ta XTO MOXKe Ta me HE BCl MO)KyT i
BEITXaTH G0 KOJF TaM | ... KOJA chTe Gaummm Moxe | y BEuépi | Taka €
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nepeaya | Ta TAM | OJH SKEIACH € Gi3HECMEH OXPIMEHKO TAKEIit
Oopoarsiii | Tait kaxe | HO | 1OOpE | ... Halt cu 3apOOJISIIOT | ... 10Ope BiH
Mae GI3HeC | MOXK JKIATH | HO a | He KOKHBIH MOYXe NOIXaTH | 4i JiTHHA
Mana a sk 6aThKiB HEMA UK 6aTLKi xBOpi UM 146 | HO TO AK BEIIXATH | HO
Tail | He KOXKHBIH MOKE TaK n6iXaTi 06bl TAM IIATHITH | 0co061i1BO
ndIbITYa uéKis CIOBAKIsS TENEPH IyKe MHOTO | HAII igyT 1,HYT | i3
HALIOrO CENA yKe TaM | 1 KBapTUPY KYIIFIU 1 BEICEIIUIIH €S BIACI Tail BCbO
[..]. In [name ofa Village] . [name of a village] [female name] TOxeE
4ONOBIK i OHA y CIOBAKii | [name] A0UKa | KYIAIM TaM XaTy Tai Tam
KIIOT cO61 HO Tai | 3apnnaTa | BIH napy MICSIII . pOKlB NOPOOUB ABA 11
TPY MAIIAHY | Taky | A0pOTY | KYNHB ... S 3HAIO SKY | AMOHBCHKY YU SIKY |
HO Taii 60Ty IfKoBaTH HO a60 | yci Tak He MOKYTh NOIXaTH | ... XTOCK Csl i
TYH Maé JIMIIATH

[B: ... And doctors ... In [another district center in the region], where MM
lives, two or three doctors died of COVID, today, that is how it is.

Author: How many died?
B: Maybe three, two or three doctors
Author: Oh my God!

B: Yes. And they were also ... I saw it on Facebook: such nice men, less
than 60 years old, younger than 60.

Author: Oh my God!

B: But what’s to be done? Do you see, it is a misfortune, there is a lot of
this misfortune, and that’s how it is. And here, on the r ... on television
they said that a mean salary for doctors here was 9K hrn [about $320 per
month]. Right now, they said it on television. I say, let them not lie, here
in Mizhhir’ia, [a doctor the speaker knows] has 6.5 or 7K; and if she
wants to have more, she works nights, two or three nights a week, just
imagine—she should abandon the kid and the husband, and go work ...
And these Servants of the People [the President’s party], they all raised
salaries for themselves: prosecutors, judges, all these “servants”, 10K,
20K, and they did have 40K or 50K before and also owned businesses.
Smartness is not valued at all here, neither education, nor medicine nor
science, no money is given to science, what will they [doctors and
scientists] develop if they have nothing to live on? Bad things [are
happening]. Who can go, they go, but not all can leave because if ...
Maybe you watched a show [on television], one Oxrimenko, such a
bearded guy, said there “let them go and earn”. It is good for him, he has
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a business, but some have a little child, and they have no parents [to
babysit their child] or their parents are sick. How would they go? Not
everyone can go and earn. Poland, the Czech Republic, Slovakia; many
people from our village are there, some bought apartments and left
permanently from here [...]. In [name of a village], [a niece]’s daughter is
in Slovakia with her husband; they bought a house and they live there,
and the salary...he worked for a couple of mon ... years and bought
himself an expensive car, Japanese or something, I don’t know exactly.
Thank God for that [no tai bohu didkovaty), but not everybody can go;
someone needs to stay here] [Informant B, 22 December 2020].

Just after the story about doctors’ travails, the speaker offers a litany about the
corruption of the president’s party and how it disregards the interests of citizens
and the state. Then the speaker switches from the state’s perspective to the
people’s perspective and quotes a television show that apparently resonates with
her personal experience. She does not disagree that going abroad temporarily to
earn money is generally a good thing, but not everyone can arrange her/his life to
make it happen. Then it turns out that many people from the speaker’s village are
working abroad or permanently live there, including her own niece’s daughter and
son-in-law. This shift of perspective, from country to village and then to family
also changes the assessment of the fact that people go abroad to work and live.
From that perspective, it is constructed not as a disaster for the state, but as a
success (“Thank God”) for the speaker’s extended family. The subsequent phrase
“not everybody can go” sounds almost like a regret that the speaker’s own children
and grandchildren could not also go abroad to make their fortune as her niece’s
daughter had.

This story also demonstrates the clash between two sets of village values
reflected in the two discourses. On one hand, according to the traditional
worldview, when people move out of the village, it is bad, because they leave their
houses empty, effectively destroying the center of the village value system, the
household. That might explain why speakers subscribe to the television maxim
that soon Ukraine will be uninhabited; they see (and fear) the depopulation of their
village, and it is easy to accept that the same is happening across the country. On
the other hand, the success of their family is of paramount importance, so that
going abroad is understandable and acceptable. It is noteworthy that the two
discourses, one about the country’s supposed ruin, and the other about family
success, are equally attractive. People will talk at length about either topic.

Therefore, in the discourse about politics, we see that COVID-19 stories, like
other stories of hardship, are used to prove a point, mostly in the “our country is
the worst” discourse pattern. This discourse pattern has been around for decades,
and COVID-19 stories, same as other stories of collective misfortune, fit well into
the theme. However, the apocalyptic doom and gloom of this discourse can be
mitigated by switching from a political perspective to personal perspectives about
family values.
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“The End Times Have Come”: The Supernatural in COVID-19 Stories

Do COVID-19 narratives invoke apocalyptic connotations outside of
political discourse? I should reiterate that the women interviewed for this article
do not belong to the generation that offers supernatural explanations for the
majority of events in the world around them. Interviewees were reluctant to
attribute supernatural causes for current events or their implications. However, a
number of allusions to the supernatural, including descriptions of COVID-19
times as the end times, euphemistic constructions to describe death, and appeals
to supernatural forces, did occur in the language of the stories.

The “end times” were mentioned more commonly at the beginning of the
pandemic, in March and April, when general confusion, fear, and uncertainty were
the prevailing moods both in the U.S. and in Novoselytsia. Below is an example
of this expression in a narrative that was partially cited above in excerpt 10:

13) B: ... Taif csKl CIIpaBBI | HO Ta KXITh Hail BaM IOCh KAXY MOKBI II4é
KAIO

Author: Oi1 60:ke, Miii He KaXITh TaK

B: A ToT0 | béHA TO HAXTO He 3HA¢ JOKI | AOKi KHBE Taii BChO TOTO K
BUJIUTE KA MPUAIILTA nOCI UL | Taka MPUATILIA 1110 n}f)z[e SIK MYXbI
MpYT Taif BChO Tail | a 10 HAC 11y Th Ta BChO GBUIO 3apO0iThuaHH | ic
yKpaiHsl | mOMbIIYa iTémis icnaHis | Tél‘[épb TO BChO BITTHI | BCbO
TI03aKPBIBAIH TaM KapaHTI/IH | 1 BBITYPIOIOT I'M IypHBIX | 3:L0p0131 un xBOpi
| ixit cO6i | Ta 3HAéTe a y HAC i TECBTIB HUE | HUE 9M TOTO...Ta nécp
Ka3aB MH népme [name] myo | ax im y [name of town] I[aJ'II/I JIBALIBIITD |
ST TECHTIB HO Taif ur40 | Tai caKoe | TaKi To 61[[51 | a iHIIOrO TOXKE HUE
ikapcTBa Taii | 310pOB ... BRKMBATH Tail | KaKIT MU MOXKE HAI BaM imrdé
JIAIITYO KAXKY

[B: ... So ask me. I'll tell you something while I still live.
Author: My God, don’t say that!

B: That is, Lena, no one knows how long they are going to live. Do you
see what came? The end times have come. So that people die like flies
[tsy vidyte iaka pryishla poslidnytsia | taka priishla. shcho liude iak
mutkhy mrut tai wsé tai]. And everyone comes here [back home to
Ukraine]. There were a lot of people from Ukraine who worked in
Poland, Italy, Spain, and now everything is closed there, the quarantine,
and they are sent out like stupid ones, whether they are sick or healthy,
just, “you go.” And we don’t even have tests, nothing to do that with ...
And we don’t have tests, nothing, [a doctor from a different town] told
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me that they got 25 tests in [that town]. These are the misfortunes, and
there are no drugs either. The healthy will survive, and ... Okay, ask me,
let me tell you whatever else you need to know] [Informant B, 21 March
2020].

The speaker begins her narrative half-jokingly (“while I still live”), but then
expresses her concerns: there were no drugs against COVID-19, not enough tests,
and many people were coming back to Ukraine from other countries, often
infected with COVID-19. All that taken together indicated a significant threat, the
likes of which she might not have encountered before. However, her tone during
this discussion was calm; she sounded concerned but not scared. She was serious
about the perspective that people were dying “like flies” and that she and her
family members might die too. I cannot assess whether she actually believed that
it was the end of the world, but the choice of the word poslidnytsia was suggestive
of a dire situation.

An explanation about the connection between a word and a belief is in order.
During my previous fieldwork in Transcarpathian villages, I noticed several stages
of deterioration of supernatural beliefs. A belief is in its most viable form when a
speaker can recognize it by a name or a key expression, explain what it involves,
and tell a story (e.g., vowkun “werewolf” produces an explanation that it is a man
who can turn into a wolf, and a werewolf story; the expression hréshi po hérakh
hériat“money burns in the mountains™ elicits an explanation and a story about
robbers’ hidden treasures). The first stage of deterioration is when a speaker
cannot tell a story but recognizes a key expression and remembers a belief. (NB:
It is an entirely separate issue whether, and to what extent, a speaker believes in
what he describes.) At the second stage of deterioration, a speaker knows only the
keyword, often as a derogatory term (e.g., vowkun or staryi vowkun denotes an
unsocial person or a miser) but does not know the supernatural content associated
with the word. Finally, the word ultimately might disappear from speakers’
memory entirely.

Prior to my discussions on COVID-19, I had the sense that my interlocutors
were positioned between the first and the second stages described above. Our
conversations in previous years demonstrated that they had heard some, but not
all, beliefs that their mothers and elder sisters engaged with. They themselves
knew a few belief stories, but often could only state that they had heard the
keywords or occasionally give a brief description of a supernatural entity.
Concerning their own beliefs, they did not express them openly, and my
impression was that they were not sure of the truth status of their stories
themselves. They would often conclude a supernatural narrative with a phrase
such as “and who knows if it was this way or not.”

My interlocutors were well-versed in the art of warding off bad luck. For
example, one of them taught me not to say, “I will arrive,” but rather “my bus is
scheduled to arrive” to avoid jinxing myself. On another occasion, a relatively
young woman refused to talk about evil spirits because it was already after sunset.
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She said she would be “scared at night” if she did; I was not sure if she was afraid
of dreaming of these spirits or of summoning them unintentionally. This expertise
in appeasing destiny or other unseen forces through some kind of verbal etiquette
also manifested in my interlocutors’ speech during our COVID-19 interviews.

However, referring to the pandemic as “the end times” is nearly the opposite
of what people do when they avoid talking about a supernatural entity or use
euphemisms to avoid speaking its name. Calling the pandemic “the end times” is
a direct, and daring, disclosure of one’s picture of the world. Even if the speaker
does not quite believe it, she inherited this picture from speakers before her. On
the other hand, older women’s ideas of the end of the world, recorded in
Novoselytsia in the years before COVID-19, were much more elaborate: they
included the cause (“because of our sins”), an exact roadmap of how the world
would end, as well as who would be saved and how. This speaker, confronted by
the reality of the pandemic, does not want to expound or gloat in this way. She
does not mention even the idea of the pandemic as retribution here, let alone
providing details of what or how it is supposed to happen. She has heard of the
older generation’s comprehensive idea of the end of the world, which she quotes
in another interview, but nevertheless she distances herself from her mother-in-
law’s point of view:

14) Author: /IaBHO Oy SKICh POCKA3HI |... IKACH YyMa 11K OYIIH U
KOpéJa 1M MOCh TakOe?

A: Ho Ta 6pu1a | rOccionu | T ObIB | Ka3anu Tidyc | oo TOTO | ane He
KA34JIHM | HO Ta He JIali 60T 651 ccé yxké Ténéps 65uIo | HO Mama [husband’s
name] Ka3aa K cTapi JOe Kasii | 1o npriize Taka XBopoca
HEBELTIKOBAHA | 0 GIYT JTH0/E | K MYXbI BMEPATH | G1yT MEPTH mAaTH
Taif BChO | HO Taif uyére TENéphKbI 60X HOrd 3HAE UM TO TAK UM HE TAK |
1ryo | i JiKapcTBa I4e HeMa i | MoMEPAIOTH 1 | YO TOTO YAM TO CsI
KIHYHT | CTApEIX HO 260 B/ KAXKYT IIUO | M4#i HA CTAPBIX @ MOJIOIBIX
HE 6epé | mryo MONOMI MMITAKTE_ ¢Sl | ... 4yia | HO JaBHO MHOTO GEUIO |
BCSIKI OpUTH XBOp06LI | e mait JIaBHO 11190 | MEpIHU |y MEHE TOKE | y
M6i 646BI T0 MAMUHI JTiHii | Ta Ha TA | Taki aBa NEriHi HOMean | mrao
JIiKoBATH HEe MOX ObLIO | a y [husband’s name] cectpa ToTa 1114o | B
[village name] | Tax BHA 3axBOpina Ha THd Ta | ChBIUKY i IANAIM 1O yXKE
ymépia | Ta OHA BEDKWIIA aJie Ha | JANO 1 Ha CIyX

[Author: Did people tell stories about plague or cholera, or something
like this?

A: Yes, there was typhus [#/f] [after WWII], they called it #yfus, and God
forbid it comes now! My husband’s mother said, old people told that
there would be a disease without a cure, people will die like flies, they
will fall and die. And now, you know, God knows if it is like this or not,

FOLKLORICA 2020, Vol. XXIV



COVID-19 Narratives in a Carpatho-Rusyn Village 73

there is no medicine yet, and people die, and how will it end? Old people
... they say it [COVID-19] affects older people more, not the young ones,
so that the young ones remain. I’ve heard ... Long ago there was a lot of
diseases, all kinds of diseases, in more distant times, people died. In my
family too, my maternal grandmother’s children, two young guys died of
typhus, there was no cure. And [my husband’s] sister, the one who is in
[village name], she got sick with typhus, and they already lit a candle for
her, they thought she had died, but she survived, only her hearing was
affected] [Informant A, 20 March 2020].

The speaker compares the features of her mother-in-law’s apocalyptic prophecy
with those of the current pandemic. While she finds similarities, she is not eager
to equate the two nor to draw similar conclusions. She then drops the topic of the
end-of-the-world pandemic and returns to the topic of the typhus pandemic after
(or during) the war, telling stories both about death and about recovery. The
apocalyptic prediction is not applicable to her experience. While she uses the
traditional word poslidnytsia “the end times.” in example 13, and the concept of
a “disease without a cure” that old people had talked about in example 14, it has
a different sense for her than for the older generation.

Euphemisms

Making words taboo is a familiar tactic in supernatural discourse. The
examples above illustrate two instances when this technique is used. Speakers
might want to avoid summoning something bad that might hear them and
materialize if they say its name (e.g., the speaker did not want to talk about evil
spirits after sunset to prevent contact with them). Alternatively, they might want
to avoid jinxing something good which might happen if it is named directly (e.g.,
do not boldly state that they will arrive at a designated time because something
might hear them and, out of spite, cause the bus to malfunction or stage an
accident, punishing their hubris by preventing them from arriving). The same
tactics of verbal etiquette in regard to the supernatural were used by speakers when
talking about COVID-19.

Euphemisms to describe death were particularly prevalent in COVID-19
narratives. These examples include those cited above and others from my
database:

15) Ta 166pe nr4o ckOPoO | HOTPANKB B JIKAPHIO Ta BPATYBAJIH IO | TaK |
MIX Kaxe | y’ké TaM ObIB Obl Tail Také 140 |

[It’s good that he was rushed to the hospital soon, so they helped him;

otherwise, he could have been there already] [Informant A, 1 November
2020].
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16)| Ta k&xe 0ObI OBIB UM OJIMH JICHb 3aITi3HUB Csl | 51 OBIB TaM OBIB Jie
MOs Kaxe cecTpa |

[He says, “if I had been [taken to the hospital] one day later, I would be
in the same place as my sister” [i.e., he would have died]] [Informant D,
17 October 2020].

17) Jouka iiord nepenécia JEXKO | )KIHKa TO e CAMOE | a BIH MAJIO He
IIIOB Ch_ CHBITA |

[His daughter had an easier COVID-19, his wife also, but he “almost
went away from this world”’] [Informant D, 17 October 2020].

Several aspects of usage are noteworthy here. First, death is only euphemized
when people are talking about deaths that could have happened but did not. In
these cases, they often use verbs in the subjunctive mood. When people did die,
the verb pome/r(la) “died” is used rather than a euphemism. In close calls, death
should not be named, likely to avoid bringing about a similar situation in the
future.

Second, it is not the process of dying nor its result that is euphemized when
a person is still living. Rather, speakers avoid mentioning the place where people
end up after death. They describe it using evasive constructions: “there,” “where
my sister is” (she had died shortly before), or “away from this world.” These
expressions convey not the Christian paradise or hell, but the traditional
otherworld, bleak and active, able to hear its name and come claim a person who
has narrowly escaped it once. However, speakers apparently do not think of it
overtly in these terms. They know the verbal etiquette for using a euphemistic
expression that, when used correctly, will prevent misfortune. This situation
resembles the second stage of belief deterioration: when only the word or phrase,
together with the syntactic and pragmatic rules for its use, remain.

Death is not the only focus of euphemisms; the disease itself is as well. One
would suspect that speakers would, first and foremost, avoid naming infections
such as COVID-19 in order not to attract the disease. However, that is not the case
in Novoselytsia: the verb zakhvoriw/-ila “got sick™ is often used, although the
elaboration na kovid “with COVID-19” is sometimes omitted. Yet speakers relied
on a euphemism to describe transmitting the disease: nadarovaty “to give” (as a
gift), as in this example that was partially quoted in example 3 above:

18) B: O rocenioam uyere sika npuiinuia kapa 06xa Tai rotoBo | WTo
MIOAEH SIK | Ka3aIK LIM0 T4 YO | O/WH LIOJ'IOB]K | 6B1B 1€Ch y iTAMI | Ta
BIH HepeXBOplB | HO Taif mepeHi3_ SIKOCH TaK ixaB croIEI B qeleBUj{X N
a >1<1H1<y HaIlapOBaB TPULBLATH CiM pOKIB Tai HOMepJ‘Ia | HO Ta 5 BaM
KAXKY | Tali MOJIOJIA | OBBIYHO 5 TO CTapl MOMMPAIOT a Tii T061 Ha | Taif
6114 Taii 6i1a |
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Author: To BIH npHixaB i BOHA Bil HBOT0 miaxomuia To?
B: Bin HpOTrO 3apasiiacs i 0HA moMépuia |
Author: Boxe

B: Ho | uu rope csakde | Ta BIH NpUiXaB Mo OBIB XBOPSKYBATHIH Tal
npiiinuo Totd oMy | a | a 1 HagapoBaB Taii | Tail i cIKO€E TOTO |

[B: My God! See what a disaster it is [lit.: what kind of God’s
punishment has come], that people, as ... They said one man was in Italy;
he had COVID-19 and recovered and came here, somewhere in
Chernivtsi, and gave it to his wife [zhinku nadarovaw]; she was 37 years
old, and she died. I am telling you ... She was young; usually it is the old
people who die, but here ... That is a misfortune, a misfortune.

Author: So, he came, and she got it from him [vond vid nioho pidkhopyla
to]?

B: She got it from him, and she died [vid nioho zarazyla sia i vona
pomeérlal.

Author: My God!!

NN: Yes, you see it is such a misfortune. He came, he was a bit sick, and
then he got over it, and he infected her [a { nadarovaw] and that was it.
That is how it is] [Informant B, 21 March 2020].

The speaker first used the euphemism nadarovaw. When I did not quite understand
her, she shifted to using a phrase which employs a literary Ukrainian word: vid
nioho zarazyla sia [she was infected by him]. When she continued with her story,
though, she repeated the euphemism. Apparently, it is important for her, and for
other speakers, to depict the process of transmitting disease as passing on
something benign, possibly in order to metaphorically lessen the threat of the
illness for a (potential) “receiver.” (19) This usage likely did not emerge with
COVID-19, but oddly, I could not find any indication of its existence in
dictionaries of adjacent languages and dialects. The verb nadaruvaty/nadaryty is
attested in literary Ukrainian in the Slovnik ukrains'koi movy [Dictionary of the
Ukrainian Language] [1970-1980] and in Hrinchenko’s dictionary focused on
Western Ukrainian [1907-1909], albeit with a different imperfective formant,
nadariaty/nadaryty). Both dictionaries present the meaning “to give as a gift,” but
not “to transmit a disease.” Neither is this meaning mentioned in the Slovak online
dictionary [Slovnik.sk], nor in Pyrtei’s Lemko dictionary [1986] nor in
Onyshkevych’s Boiko dictionary [1984], though the word is attested in all three.
The word itself is not attested in two Transcarpathian dialectal dictionaries,
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Nikolaev and Tolstaia [2001] and Sabadosh [2008], or in the two-volume Rusyn
phraseologisms [Chori 2015a, 2015b]. Either the authors of these dictionaries
systematically skipped the euphemistic meaning, or this meaning is a local
innovation, at least in the dialect of Novoselytsia. In addition, there is a
euphemism, attested once, for being predestined for a more severe course of the
disease:

19) X16 nepeHOCHUT IEXKO HO Ta | KIJIbKA HIB TEMIIEpaTypa B
aHTUOIOTHKBI Tail IpIiinUIo | @ KOord mudch NOMOOWIIO | Ta IYKe TSIIKO

[Some had it in a mild form, just a fever for a couple of days, they would
take antibiotics, and everything would be all right, but those who were
predestined [lit.: loved by something, kogo shchos’ poliubilo] had it real
hard] [Informant C, 18 October 2020].

Overall, although traditional village culture has a concept of actively
transmitting a disease to someone (e.g., people transmit “crying” from one’s baby
to another by pouring water from the baby’s bath onto the spot under someone
else’s window where light from the room reflects on the ground), (20) the concept
of contracting the disease from a contact who does not mean evil, without taking
any material objects from him is more of a modern medical one. Thus, established
verbal patterns of behavior to protect oneself from catching disease may not exist.
However, this hypothesis requires more research to make any definitive
conclusions.

“If God Grants it”: The Role of God in Discourse

The last aspect of the supernatural in discourse about COVID-19 relates to
patterns that speakers use when mentioning God. In general, none of my
interlocutors are overtly religious. I did not ask them about their religious beliefs
or practices. Our conversations revealed that they went to church only for
important feast days, because everybody was supposed to be there. However,
unlike older women, they never mentioned anything about praying or reading
religious literature, talked about any stories from the Old or New Testament, or
went to additional prayer meetings organized by the church. Most of them grew
up during the Soviet era when it was risky to take children to church. As a result,
church culture is not in their active repertoire today. Therefore, mention of God is
all the more interesting, especially in the context of the pandemic.

There are several set expressions referring to God (bo#) in my interlocutors’
speech, and God is mentioned only in the context of these expressions. The
expressions are: “God knows” (to indicate uncertainty), “Thank God” (when
talking about a positive occurrence), “God forbid” (when a potential danger is
mentioned), and finally, “God gave that ...” (about some unexpected, usually
good, event in the past) and “(If) God grants that ...” (talking about future plans
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or wishing for something good). If the first two expressions are more
straightforward, “God forbid” is apparently used as a euphemistic-like device,
e.g., in the context “they keep it [the blessed water]; they use it when, God forbid,
there is thunder and lightning” [Informant B, 11 September 2020]. In essence,
when naming something dangerous, the mention of God will prevent this
dangerous event from coming to pass. In the same vein, the expression “(If) God
grants ...” is used to prevent something good from being jinxed (as discussed
above). The two instances attested are both about a living person:

20) Ho i énéps 6y yxé BecHOB 18BIHOCTO POKiB | KO GbI GOT 14B

[She will be 90 in spring, if God grants that] [Informant A, 1 November
2020].

21) HaceTb Oor 4o a Hy | k&b O61eMé xiTH 00kl Hac e [laughs]
KOBLJI He BEIMY4HB 60 KAXYT II0 | 3H0BY Apyra XBEUIS a M4é HOTIM sKiCh
| ToTBI rprmel | HO Ta | [laughs] Moxe 1r4é i He Oyae TpéOa K KaXYT | HaC
BEIAYIIATH TOTHI BCSIKI XBOPOOKI Tai TOTOBO |

[T offer to send some medicines in the mail. D refuses] Maybe then [when
you come], if God grants that we live, if COVID does not kill us
[laughs], because they say, there will be the second wave and also
various kinds of flu...[laughs] maybe we’ll be dead, and that will be it]
[Informant D, 17 October 2020].

In both situations, when a person approaches her ninetieth birthday, and when
there is COVID-19 around, life is not guaranteed even if sincerely wished for.
Invoking God is an effective and appropriate protective measure for these
situations.

Conclusion

This examination of storytelling and linguistic patterns in COVID-19 stories
from Novoselytsia told by women in their forties, fifties, and sixties does not
reveal any new genres or emergent story types. On the contrary, COVID-19
narratives fit well into older storytelling patterns. They are constructed along the
lines of existing story patterns about deaths and accidents. In the context of the
pandemic, narrative patterns adhere to long-standing structures, both in stories
about people and in stories about politics. The stories express the same village
values and cultural models as before COVID-19. Namely the household is the
center of the world, one’s personal worth is subordinate to the worth of the
household, and satisfaction results from following this cultural model and
contributing to household vitality. COVID-19 introduced greater levels of danger
but served as insufficient motivation to abandon or significantly change behavioral
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patterns that made life meaningful. The same is true for the usage of euphemisms
for protection in the narratives themselves. However, a thorough examination of
COVID-19-era narrative and linguistic patterns allows for a deeper understanding
of the village’s cultural models and language expressions and their persistence,
even in the face of social and medical crises.

NOTES

1 Novoselytsia is a village in the Mizhhir’ia district, Transcarpathia
Region (Zakarpats ’ka Oblast’), Ukraine, in a mountainous area 475 meters above
sea level and about 25 kilometers away from Mizhhir’ia, the district center.
According to the census of 2011, Novoselytsia had 1054 inhabitants. Since there
are not many jobs available in the village, the population mostly survives off their
land; they have gardens and keep cows, pigs, and chickens; some also keep sheep
or goats that are herded in the mountain meadows in summer. In order to earn
money, men may go abroad to work as builders.

2 The literature on East Slavic folklore that I could find devotes little
attention to good deaths, cf. long paragraphs about “bad deaths” followed by a
few cursory sentences about “good deaths” in Slavianskie drevnosti [Tolstoi 2012:
61] subject Smert’ [Death]. However, by examining the features of a bad death,
or the death of a witch, one can glean some characteristics of a good death: a bad
or a magical person dies a difficult death [Vinogradova and Levkievskaia 2010:
107-120 — Witches, 306-320 — Wizards, 326-328 — Females who performed
magic [Koldun’ia]]; therefore, a good person must die an easy death. Some
features of a “good death of a good person,” as well as of a “bad death of a good
person,” can be found in funeral dirges (e.g., Barsov [1872] and Tolstaia [2019:
292]), where the image of the deceased is constructed by the speaker/singer as an
image of a good person, but this warrants further research.

3 Cf. Vinogradova and Levkievskaia [2010: 107116, 118—120]; literature
listed on page 107 and also more broadly on witches on page 39.

4 Concerning pre-COVID-19 deaths, though a supernatural explanation
usually crystallizes in narratives within several days after the death, sometimes
people have dreams about the deceased months or years after the actual death.
These dreams sometimes change the perception of the deceased person and of their
death from an unfortunate accident to a deserved divine retribution or vice-versa.

5 Because the dialect of Novoselytsia has not been codified, I have used
Cyrillic phonetic transcription in block citations. Transliterations use the Library
of Congress system for Ukrainian as much as possible, but I have included
phonetic transcription for sounds not reflected therein.

6 Surprisingly, there is not much in literature on third-person stories about
illness; anthropologists’ attention has been devoted to first-person stories (along
the lines of Kleinman 2020[1988]) or stories of parents and relatives of a patient
[Price 1987; Jacobsen 2012], or both [Good 1994; Izquierdo and Johnson 2007].
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Third-person illness stories are studied mostly by folklorists if they include
supernatural elements (as fabulates or memorates); otherwise, they tend to fall
through the cracks.

7 St. Cyril’s Day does not have a fixed calendar date; according to an
explanation I was given by one of my interlocutors, St. Cyril’s is held on the
Sunday that follows St. Peter’s. St. Peter’s is always held on 12 July; if it falls on
a Monday, Tuesday, or Wednesday, then St. Cyril’s will be held in the same week;
if St. Peter’s falls on a Thursday or a Friday, then St. Cyril’s will be held on the
following week.

8 Michaelmas is celebrated on 21 November.

9 See detailed transcriptions and translations of several accident stories
from Novoselytsia in Boudovskaia [2017]: example 14 — a woman getting food
poisoning; example 19 —a woman getting crushed by sacks of flour in the bakery;
example 20 — a pig nearly biting off a baby's nose.

10 The speaker uses the present tense as if the woman were still alive in her
house. It was not a slip of the tongue: on the recording there is no hedging or
hesitation. I understand it as one more indication that a house and its inhabitants
form a unity in the speakers’ system of cultural models: if the house is still there
and not occupied by another family, it still belongs to the woman, the head of the
household after her husband’s death, though she also had passed away several
months before.

11 As mentioned above, such stories are not commonly perceived as
folklore. However, I believe that they are an important genre in the system of
Novoselytsia’s oral narratives. They are opposed to, and counterbalanced by,
personal and third-person experience stories; they have their own structure and
purpose (see below), and they are especially prominent among the COVID-19
stories I collected. Finally, they, like other oral genres, shed light on the system
of the village’s cultural models. Therefore, I include them here.

12 The expression “people die like flies” [liudy iak mikhy mrut] may seem
to have an apocalyptic ring to it, but it is a common expression well known in East
Slavic languages, cf. Rusyn liude - ne Siati dukhy: vmyravut', iak mukhy [people
are not Holy Spirits, they die like flies] [Chori 2015a:421]; mrut’, iak mukhy
voseny [die like flies in the fall] [Chori 2015a: 452]; Ukrainian iak mukhy hynuty,
merty [to die like flies] subject Mukha [Phraseological dictionary of Ukrainian
online]; Russian mrut kak mukhi [die like flies] attested by Dal’ [1863-1866] under
the entry meret’ and also in Gogol’s Dead Souls [1842: 6] and in Dostoevsky’s
The House of the Dead [1862: 17].

13 See, for example, the material on Deutsche Welle 2020.

14 Kum is considered to be a very close degree of relationship both in Russia
and Ukraine. Medvedchuk maintains his image of Putin's close friend and
confidant (see /72 Ukraina 2019). He also promotes a pro-Russian agenda on his
television channels.
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15 While this article was in progress, some of these television channels
specifically belonging to Medvedchuk (112 Ukraina, NewsOne, ZIK) were
banned in Ukraine by President Zelensky’s decree of 2 February 2021, cf.
Ukrains ’ka Pravda 2021.

16 Cf. “The radiant past” narratives in Paxton’s description [2005] of a
Russian village and “Yugonostalgia,” e.g., in Macedonia [Chaj¢cka 2015] to name
a few.

17 Ukraine is not unique in this regard. This attitude is characteristic of other
post-socialist countries as well. Cf. “litanies” in the post-Perestroika Moscow
[Ries 1997] and similar views and discourses in Poland [Pine 2002].

18 The role of post-Soviet television and other media in fostering these
attitudes should not be underestimated. Research on the effect of media on public
views shows that “on-going [sic] repetition of threatening information may
increase fear and confusion, recalling the traumatic symptomatology associated
with prolonged exposure to vivid and frightening images [...]. Moreover,
threatening information can undermine public trust in media and government
institutions if these are perceived to be overdramatizing minor risks or helpless to
respond to them [sic]” [Atlani-Duault, et al. 2015: 44.]

19 Cf. nagradit’ bolezn ’iu, lit. “to award with the disease” in Polissian texts
(iak tu sawku stre’tysh, to mozhut’ khoroboiu nahradyty [if you meet this rusalka,
they [sic] might give you a disease] [Vinogradova and Levkievskaia 2012: 577],
Brest Oblast") and in multiple examples from the Russian-language Internet as
well, e.g., Za nedeliu kleshchi “nagradili” 5 smolian bolezn’iu Laima ... [In a
week, ticks gave Lime disease to 5 inhabitants of Smolensk] [Rabochii Put’2020],
khoziain mozhet “nagradit’” bolezn'iu svoego domashnego liubimtsa [an owner
can give a disease to his pet] [Vorobieva 2020].

20 This is a pattern known in the Carpathian area and beyond: see Agapkina
[2019] for treatment and a list of literature on this topic.
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