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Abstract: This study explored how government institutions used digital platforms to
enhance knowledge and share scientific information regarding the development and
distribution of COVID-19 vaccines by drawing samples from official Twitter accounts
in five different countries that were front-runners in vaccine manufacturing.
Through content analysis, we selected a total of 243 tweets with 4,678 comments from
the five Twitter accounts, and data were categorized into two sets for analysis, the
first stage being to assign sentiment scores to all the collected comments from tweets
to determine their positivity, negativity, and neutrality. Secondly, we analyzed
themes derived from comments and established through the themes that geopolitics
has exacerbated the anti-intellectualist logic of viewing science as impractical for the
control and prevention of the pandemic leading to the domination of irrational
thinking towards vaccine efficacy, the origin of COVID-19, and the undermining of the
global health governance on COVID-19 control and management.
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1 Introduction

In accordance with the United Nations Agenda 2030-Sustainable Development Goal
promoting good health andwell-being (Clark &Horton, 2019; Kickbusch, 2016; Powell
et al., 2015), the World Health Organization (WHO) and global stakeholders are
actively addressing the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic, which poses significant chal-
lenges to global health systems (Ciotti et al., 2020; Ditlhokwa, 2022; Lal et al., 2021).
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During public emergencies, governments and international organizations
extensively utilize digital platforms for mass communication and public outreach
(Hancu-Budui et al., 2020). However, these institutions often intertwine information
dissemination with the promotion of services and political interests, potentially
influencing public opinion (Osborne et al., 2022; Ruggeri & Samoggia, 2018; Yu et al.,
2018).

Current academic interest revolves around the dynamics of vaccine produc-
tion and distribution. Divergent views, rooted in science-based evidence or anti-
intellectualist approaches tied to geopolitical interests, contribute to ongoing
debates (Wood & Schulman, 2021). Anti-intellectualism, described by Peters (2019)
as a ‘virus,’ has historical roots inMcCarthyism,manifesting as attacks on intellectuals
and scholars due to the “democratization of knowledge” (p. 1). This phenomenon,
initially a focus in American society, is now expanding globally (Merkley, 2020).

To comprehend anti-intellectualism’s manifestations, we consider three per-
spectives: religious anti-rationalism (favoring conservatism over progressivism),
populist anti-elitism (revolting against the elite), and unreflective instrumentalism
(disregarding the power of knowledge) (Geurkink et al., 2019; Rigney, 1991). This
study aims to explore the interactions between state institutions (Ministries of
Foreign Affairs-MFA’s) on Twitter and their audience regarding the provision of
scientific and sustainability information related to COVID-19 vaccine production and
distribution, with a focus on how anti-intellectualism manifests in this context.
Building on previous research, we draw connections between historical shifts in
anti-intellectualism and contemporary anti-vaccine movements on digital platforms
to formulate our research questions.

2 The Historical Change of Anti-intellectualism

The concept of anti-intellectualism, as articulated by Douglas Hofstadter in 1963, has
been extensively examined within academic discourse, evolving from its roots in
education to encompass politics and, more recently, the realm of social media.
Howley et al. (1993) noted a significant setback in the intellectual connection between
education and the political economy, attributing it to a disconnection between the
intellectual mission of schools and the societal demand for a knowledge-based labor
force, particularly in the context of American society. This observation aligns with
Cross’s (1990) perspective, which associates intelligence with intellect and suggests
historical cynicism toward intellect alongside an endorsement of elitism in American
society, particularly in the nineteenth century.

Building upon Hofstadter’s earlier contributions, Robert’s argument considers
various predictors of anti-intellectualism, including perceived liberalism, religion,
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conventional attitudes, and shortcomings in educational reforms. Shogan (2007)
further rationalizes the heavy influence of partisan politics and polarization, high-
lighting how anti-intellectualism became a political tool in American society, serving
as a “conservative form of populism” (p. 295) during presidential terms, notably
benefiting figures like Eisenhower, Reagan, and George W. Bush.

Within the broader spectrum of intellect and anti-intellectualism, there is
evidence of a noticeable shift, particularly in the involvement of political or
presidential advisers who, despite ostensibly embracing intellectualism, exhibit
anti-intellectualistic actions that prioritize political ideologies over expertise. This
phenomenon, referred to as “intellectual dabblers,” was evident even in the presi-
dency of Donald Trump, who accused climate scientists of colluding with Chinese
businesses to manipulate information on climate change during his 2016 campaign
(Motta, 2018). A comparative analysis of Trump and Eisenhower’s presidencies
reveals differing approaches to anti-intellectualism, despite operating within the
same political space. Eisenhower was known for his rhetorical style, contrasting
sharply with Trump’s embrace of the post-truth era (Reyes, 2020). This transition is
also marked by a shift from traditional information sources such as radio, television,
and newspapers to the widespread adoption of social media platforms.

Since the rise of social media usage in the late 20th century, public discourses
have been transformed by at least two sets of underpinnings; the newsmedia and the
ordinary social media user. According to Braun and Gillespie (2011), the extent of
user-generated content on social media platforms which is absolutely outside the
operational boundaries of traditional media has at least been able to put a layer of
protection on issues such as hate speech, etc. Freedom of expression, on the other
hand, has formed part of bigger discourses on whether or not, individuals, through
their social media accounts/profiles, would enjoy the autonomy and the comfort to
air their opinions on a wide range of issues without restrictions. Some researchers
suggest that discourses premised on freedom of speech differ according to social
class, with political leaders being given the leeway to post content that can be out-
lawed to ordinary citizens (Arun, 2018), while some believe that the recent COVID-19
pandemic has been a perfect example of some governments using it to impose
internet censorship on their publics (Vese, 2021). However, it remains a big question
to determine the position of anti-intellectualism between the two opposing sides of
freedom of speech and the rife of misinformation or fake news.

3 Literature Review

3.1 COVID-19 Vaccines, Geopolitics, and Populism

Apopulist approach toward global governance, multilateralism, and thefight against
the COVID-19 pandemic continue to spark mixed conceptions of the ongoing
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vaccination campaigns, donations, and distribution across the globe. According to Su
et al. (2021), many refer to this gesture as a way to entrap the world into vaccine
diplomacy by the vaccine-producing countries. However, the researchers argue that
such is crucial to the unequal distribution of vaccines. That being the case, the arrival
of COVAX as a vaccine-sharing and distribution initiative would attempt to fill in the
gaps of vaccine inequity by promoting proportionate global access. This would even
end the “vaccine apartheid” as it subverted global health principles (de Bengy
Puyvallée & Storeng, 2022, p. 2). The two concepts (vaccine diplomacy and vaccine
apartheid) as argued by the studies above serve as a pivot between expert and
populist views on global access to the vaccine, where proponents of the vaccine
diplomacy perception represent populist views led by geopolitical dynamics, con-
flicting interests, and fear to lose the grip on world domination. According to Chagla
and Pai (2021), and Hassan et al. (2021), vaccine apartheid continues to expand the
divide between high-income and low-income countries, as evidenced by the
scramble for vaccines that took place until late 2021, by which the WHO Director-
General called for vaccine equity (Bajaj et al., 2022).

The issuance of vaccination certificates has also become topical as regards
vaccination populism. According to Lee (2021), the requirement to show vaccination
certificates to get access to certain places could suggest a wider polarization between
economically advanced countries and the less developed ones, citing its repercussions
on international travel and diplomacy. Voo et al. (2022), on the other hand argue that
differential public health and social interventions should be looked at, with full
consideration of ethical measures and the potential that comes with vaccination
certificates to undermine international health protocols, save for proof of vaccina-
tion. Despite their arguments, the WHO Smart Vaccination Certificate consortium
echoes the need for vaccination certificates to manage the vaccine rollout, which
hinged upon data minimalization and inclusivity. However, the digital divide
emanating from poor Internet access in some areas has also become a hindrance to
these efforts (Gelb & Mukherjee, 2021).

3.2 Anti-intellectualism and Multi-discourse Ecosystem
Towards Vaccine Uptake

Despite COVID-19 being themost recent pandemic, there is already a growing inquiry
about the role played by both experts and the public, where discourses about trust in
science, religion, and culture are highlighted (Gozum et al., 2021; Lavazza & Farina,
2020; Ting et al., 2021). Hofstadter’s approach posits that anti-intellectualists always
hold paradoxical views toward the existence of science and expert consensus on
issues of public concern, with public health being a major concern in the recent
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pandemic (Merkley, 2020; Peters, 2019). According to Morelock and Narita (2022), a
series of conspiracy theories related to the COVID-19 pandemic has been on the rise,
leading to the spread of unfounded claims about the virus and vaccines. In their
study conducted on 54 countries, Islam et al. (2021) discoveredmore than six hundred
rumor items generated about the COVID-19 vaccine, backed by conspiracies were
shared on social media platforms and various search engines. In that context,
countries such as the United States, India, and Brazil had the highest level of con-
spiracies. These included among others, the perceptions that COVID-19 was a bio-
weapon and vaccines were created to keep increasing virus mutations, further
suggesting that microchips would be planted into the human body through vaccines-
an alleged strategy by the vaccine-producing countries to monitor people. It is
however not surprising that some of the above-mentioned countries got entangled in
these conspiracies, given that they were also at the forefront in the production and
distribution of COVID-19 vaccines.

Merkley and Loewen (2021) examined anti-intellectualism in how audiences
engaged with the expert advice on the rules, guidelines, and precautions about the
COVID-19 pandemic. Their survey-based study revealed that in countries like Canada,
the public was less concerned about the risks associated with flouting the pre-
scribed COVID-19 prevention guidelines. Even though a wide range of issues on
anti-intellectualismwas discussed, a gap exists that links the popularization of anti-
intellectualist comportment with much emphasis on drawing sentiments from
comments on digital platforms such as Twitter during the pandemic, and how such
interactions unmasked the geopolitical fight for COVID-19 vaccine production and
distribution. Based on the above-discussed literature, we aim to fill the existing gap
by answering the following research questions:

RQ1: What sentiments emerged from the audiences’ response to the delivery of
messages about the COVID-19 vaccine production and distribution on the five Twitter
accounts?

RQ2:Based on research question 1, what themes informed anti-intellectualistic views
from the audiences’ responses to the same tweets?

4 Twitter in Diplomacy and Public Service

Apart from being used as a social media communication tool, Twitter is now a
popular instrument used by political leaders to communicate international relations
agendas (Duncombe, 2017). As the steeplechase to combine the traditional and digital
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means of diplomacy deepens, governments and state actors have engaged in the act
of ‘Twiplomacy’where Twitter and diplomacy have beenmerged, andmost recently,
the platform has been a source for vaccination campaigns led by presidents, min-
isters, and ambassadors, who on repeated occasions posed for photos while taking
COVID-19 jabs to encourage mass vaccination (Chhabra, 2020). With public service
and diplomacy continuing to blur the physical borders through communication
using digital platforms, there is a need to theorize the impact of these messages on
the public and how relationships are built when the social space is used for official
matters.

5 Theoretical Framework: Dialogic
Communication

Drawing from Kent and Taylor’s (1998) framework, this study positions itself within
the context of government agencies’ interactionswith the public on digital platforms,
with a particular focus on Twitter. Embracing dialogic communication, the study
emphasizes negotiation as a pivotal element in building relationships between
organizations and the public, establishing a dynamic where both parties engage as
equal partners (Sommerfeldt & Yang, 2018). This approach extends traditional
rubrics for public relations, fostering two-way symmetrical and asymmetrical
communication, that facilitates the exchange of ideas and opinions. The essence of
this communication is encapsulated in the symbolism of a dialogue, emphasizing the
crucial aspects of communication and feedback (Kent & Taylor, 1998).

Kent & Taylor’s dialogic communication framework is structured around five
principles relevant to online communication. These principles include the dialogic
loop, representing the interaction where audiences pose queries and organizations
provide feedback; the importance of offering useful and valuable information; the
generation of return visits, where the audience is enticed to revisit the platform
multiple times; the intuitiveness and user-friendliness of the interface; and the
conservation of visitors, aiming to retain users on the site.

While initially formulated in the context of theWorldWideWeb, this theory has
evolved to encompass contemporary technological landscapes, extending its appli-
cability beyond traditional websites to include social media platforms. The study
recognizes and integrates the evolving role of social media platforms as foundational
components within the broader scope of Kent & Taylor’s dialogic communication
framework.

When exploring how organizations used Twitter to engage their stakeholders,
Rybalko and Seltzer (2010) applied dialogic communication to their study and found
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that Twitter had aided to a certain extent, the dialogic loop, usefulness of information,
and conservation of visitors, on a wide range of occasions, although other dialogic
principles such as generation of return visits and the intuitiveness/ease of the interface
were less utilized. This is so because the companies being studied also provided
useful information and links to their websites for visitors to verify any additional
information if needed. Deflecting business-oriented dialogic communication as
outlined by Rybalko & Seltzer above, the theory has also been applied in crisis
management communication, suggesting its influence on reducing negative per-
ceptions and confusion by encouraging public engagement (Yang et al., 2010).
Considering the need for engagement in a dialogic communicative approach, we also
ask the following research question:

RQ3: Based on research questions 1 and 2, how was the online relationship between
the five Twitter accounts and the audiences’ dialogic relationship toward trusting
science in vaccine production and efficacy? To help build and answer this question,
we hypothesize the following:

H1:Most government institutions use digital platforms to advance political interests
and divisions during global crises, while they do not focus more on how they can
ignite dialogue on how science and technology benefit the public, and how the public
understands and interprets these messages, ultimately leading to the escalation of
anti-intellectualism towards the management of the pandemic.

6 Methodology

This study adopted mixed methods to collect and analyze data. The data sets were
both quantitatively and qualitatively dealt with by first assigning sentiment scores to
determine the positivity, negativity, and neutrality of audiences (qualitative), and
later the sentiments were quantitatively treated to determine their frequency,
percentages, and average scores. Secondly, the researchers extracted the most
common themes from all the comments, which is a purely qualitative approach.

7 Data Collection Process

Data weremanually collected from five Twitter accounts (@MFA_China, @StateDept,
@IndianDiplomacy, @GermanyDiplo, @FCDOGovUK). See Table 1 below. During this
process, we attempted to collect all the tweets and comments from all the accounts
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listed above. However, inmost cases, some comments seemed to be deleted/removed
or hidden from timelines, hence we ended up treating only the data we were able to
retrieve as presented in Table 1 above, where the data was arranged according to the
maximum number of tweets each account had, from the bigger to a smaller number.

The data collection process started with identifying the keyword to search for
our data and “COVID-19 vaccine” became the most suitable. This was followed by a
selection of dates to collect data, from 2020-03-01 to 2021-12-31 so that we only collect
data from or around the time whenWHO declared COVID-19 a pandemic to the time
when multiple vaccine trials had been conducted (Kim et al., 2021). It is worth
mentioning that in Twitter accounts for the USA, India, and Germany, there was no
information posted in 2020 related to our topic or research. Only China and the UK
had posts from as back as 2020. The second task was to open every tweet that
appeared on our searches and carefully copy each thread, starting with the original
tweet and all the comments into an Excel spreadsheet. This would help keep track of
the total number of tweets, comments, and their date of posting. After all the data
were collected, we engaged in preparing the data for analysis which is discussed in
the next section.

8 Data Analysis

The collected data were categorized into two sets for analysis, the first stage being to
assign sentiments to all the collected comments from tweets using theAzureMachine
Learning tool to determine their positivity, negativity, and neutrality. The algo-
rithmic feature in Azure grants that, the closer the sentiment score is to 1, the higher
its positivity while the closer it is to 0, the higher its negativity, with the neutral
sentiment always at themidpoint score of 0.5 (Andersson et al., 2018). The analysis for
the second data set was to identify themes, derived from the most frequent words
used in the comments. In this regard, we relied on the bag of words (word cloud)

Table : Descriptive statistics of the sample.

Country Tweets collected Comments Date range

USA    Feb-Dec 
UK   May -Oct 
China   Nov -Oct 
India   March-Sept 
Germany   March-Nov 
Totals   
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feature in the Orange data mining tool by analyzing words based on their frequency
of appearance (usage). The more the word appeared, the higher the frequency that
word was used in the comments and the bigger it appeared on the word cloud. This
was aided by the embedded programming language found in the tool of analysis
(Thange et al., 2021, pp. 198–203). As a result, all the words from the main data set
were condensed into a single word cloud for analysis. The analysis arrangement
follows the same order as indicated in Table 1.

9 Results

RQ1 asked how the audience responded to the delivery of messages about the
COVID-19 vaccine production and distribution from each of thefive Twitter accounts.
The results below show the collected and analyzed comments from each Twitter
account, by assigning sentiment scores to determine their positivity, negativity, and
neutrality.

10 United States of America (@StateDept)

Out of the 156 tweets collected from the @StateDept Twitter account, positive senti-
ments showed a huge disparity with the neutral sentiments, more than it was with
the negative sentiments. The average sentiment remained at 0.5, which translates to
a neutral overall sentiment (see Table 2 below).

11 Germany (@GermanyDiplo)

From the 2 tweets collected from (@GermanyDiplo), there was almost a tie between
the positive and negative sentiments, with only a difference of 2 in their frequencies.
The frequency of neutral sentiments on the other hand was less than half of the

Table : @StateDept sentiments from comments (n = ).

Sentiment Frequency Percentage

Negative   %
Neutral  %
Positive   %
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negative sentiment, leading to the average sentiment score of 0.5 just like in the
previous Twitter account (see Table 3 below).

12 India (@IndianDiplomacy)

In the comments collected from 9 tweets in this account, positive sentiments greatly
surpassed all the other sentiments combined (see Table 4 below). The average
sentiment suggested a positive sentiment at 0.6, which is slightly above the neutral
sentiment.

13 China (@MFA_China)

Out of the 13 tweets from this account, positive sentiments became higher than both
negative and neutral sentiments (see Table 5). Like the previous Twitter account, the
average sentiment became positive, slightly over the neutral mark at a 0.6 score.

Table : @IndianDiplomacy sentiments from comments (n = ).

Sentiment Frequency Percentage

Negative  %
Neutral  %
Positive  %

Table : @ MFA_China sentiments from comments (n = ).

Sentiment Frequency Percentage

Negative  %
Neutral  %
Positive  %

Table : @GermanyDiplo sentiments from comments (n = ).

Sentiment Frequency Percentage

Negative  %
Neutral  %
Positive  %
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14 United Kingdom (@FCDOGovUK)

The 63 tweets from this Twitter account producedmore positive sentiments than the
other sentiments, similar to the previously analyzed accounts (see Table 6). The
average sentiment stood at a 0.5 score, indicating an overall neutral sentiment.

Based on the sentiment analysis, the following example shows the kind of al-
locations to the three sentiments.

Negative: “vaccines” are not the answer.
Neutral: To whom nobody wants that.
Positive: It would still be better if we supported dropping patents, so there can be

global manufacturing.

15 Themes

RQ2 asked about the themes that informed anti-intellectualistic approaches from the
audiences’ responses to the tweets. To address this question, we first identified the
most frequently used words from the comments (see Figure 1). Words such as the

Figure 1: Most frequently used words. Source: Word cloud from Orange (3.32).

Table : @FCDOGovUK sentiments from comments (n = ).

Sentiment Frequency Percentage

Negative  %
Neutral  %
Positive  %
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hashtag “nomore”, “vaccine”, “China”, “virus”, and “free” became the top five
frequently used words.

Theme 1: The #NoMore Control of Africa
The most used word from all the collected comments was the hashtag “#NoM-

ore”, which was found in most responses to tweets by @StateDept and was
mentioned or repeated 422 times, making 9 percent of all the used words from the
collected comments. Figure 2 below shows a selected example of how the hashtag
#NoMore was used by different commenters.

Comment 1: No strings attached? Supposed to be a jock? You want something.
#NoMore #Africans #AfricaUnite #HandsOffAfrica.

Comment 2: What you put on their shoulder with your stupid vaccine. #NoMore.
Comment 3: COVID-19 has less damage than Americans African policies.

#NoMore.

Theme 2: A conspiracy theory that COVID-19 was created from somewhere, and
vaccine production is a business transaction.

The secondmost usedwordwas “vaccine”, whichwasmentioned 320 times in all
the comments, contributing 6.8 percent of its usage across all the comments. This
word was often repeated in comment replies to tweets by @MFA_China, especially
those that purportedly informed the public about vaccine production (see Figure 3
below). It’s worth noting that in some instances, these comments may convey a
sentiment of skepticism or disagreement with the information provided.

Comment 1: Correction: China provided 750 million doses of vaccine along with
COVID-19 to the world.

Comment 2: They don’t work. Covid is not dangerous enough to justify experi-
mental vaccines in the 1st place.

Figure 2: The tweet bearing #NoMore the most. Source: @StateDept Twitter account.
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Theme 3: Science being impractical for pandemic control, and the geopolitical fight
on leading the vaccine campaign.

The third most mentioned word was “China”, which was mentioned 212 times,
constituting 4.5 percent of the total comments. Interestingly, a sizable number of
mentions did not come out of tweets by @MFA_China but from the other accounts.
Figure 4 below shows the exchange of words in that regard.

Comment 1: Start by putting a stop to the funding of Bioweapon labs in China!
Comment 2: China donated 150 K in July, followed by half amillion in August. Are

my numbers correct, State Dept?
Comment 3: Eighty years ago, the people of Germany described the Jews as

demons. They themselves played the role of heroes who saved the Empire. Today, the
people of the U.S portray China as a troll. They themselves play heroes who save the
world. The ghost of the Nazis never left this planet.

Theme 4: The dismissal of COVID-19 existence, based on speculations that vaccines
increase the virus’s spread.

Theword “virus” became the fourthmostmentioned, with 122mentions, making
2.6 percent of all the comments. See the below extracts from the comments.

Comment 1: Hopefully no one takes them since they’re not a vaccine and don’t
work. The vaccinated are spreading the virus.

Figure 3: The tweet that attracted more conspiracies. Source: @MFA_China Twitter account.

Figure 4: The tweet with the most mention of “China”. Source: @StateDept Twitter account.
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Comment 2: Hiding like cowards from a virus about as deadly as the common flu
is NOT the mark of a tough country.

Comment 3: ANDMASKING!!!! THEGOALOFANYVIRUS (AND LIVING THING) IS
TO SURVIVE!! THE VIRUS CAN ONLY MUTATE/SURVIVE IF IT CAN FIND A HOST.
MASKING PREVENTS THE VIRUS FROM FINDING A HOST IN YOU. and that includes
masking that covers the nose.

Comment 4: Covid 19 is the spreading of a plan. It’s not a virus.Who is behind these
fear mongering treasonous tweets? Sars 2 is the suspect virus, completely treatable.

Theme 5: Vaccines are given as free donations with hidden agendas.
The word free was mentioned 102 times in the comments from different ac-

counts whenever the word ‘free donation’ was mentioned, which contributed to 2.2
percent of all the comments.

Comment 1: Free? Free for whom?
Comment 2: China is one billion doses, of which 600 million are completely free,

and 400 million are produced in cooperation with locals.
Comment 3: Nothing is free.
Comment 4: In case you didn’t know this, these jabs are not free. American tax

payers are footing the bill.
Comment 5: I think we’re tougher than COVID-19 too. Which is why I think it’s

pathetic we’ve completely bowed down to it & have allowed it to run our lives &
destroy our freedoms for nearly 2 years… allowing it to limit our movements like
cowards. This is NOT the way of the Land of the Free.

To answer RQ3, a connection between RQ1 and RQ2 led to asking the question of
how the online relationship among the five Twitter accounts and their audiences’
dialogic communication towards trust in science and vaccine production transpired.
From all the collected data, we found that communication was one-way from the
tweets to the audience, without any responses from either of the Twitter accounts. By
relating to the five principles suggested by Kent and Taylor (1998), we found that
messages only came in the form of announcements not to spark any dialogue or
provide feedback.

16 Discussion

The main goal of this study was to explore how content and delivery of messages for
science, technology, sustainability, and public service on Twitter about vaccine
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production and distribution were achieved during the COVID-19 pandemic, and how
the messages were received by the audience, using three measures of sentiments
(negative, neutral and positive), themes and dialogic relationship on five Twitter
accounts. There was an overall of 0.5 (neutral sentiment) for all the collected com-
ments, suggesting that there was a balance between negative and positive responses
to the tweets. These were made up by the audience commenting with a neutral
sentiment on three Twitter accounts for the United States, Germany, and the United
Kingdom (at 0.5), while on Twitter accounts for China and India, the average senti-
ments were both positive at 0.6 in which their positivity was also one level above the
neutral mark. This suggests that even though the two accounts for China and India
had signs of positivity in responses, a lot of negative sentiments from the other
accounts diluted them into the cumulative overall neutral sentiment.

The thematic analysis of frequently used words indicates that, despite the
explicit focus of tweets on COVID-19 vaccine production and distribution, a signifi-
cant portion of comments exhibited a disregard for message contexts, forming anti-
intellectualist narratives primarily rooted in geopolitical perspectives. Notably, the
hashtag #NoMore emerged as a commonly used term, prominently featured in
tweets from the United States’@StateDept account, unrelated to COVID-19 pandemic
prevention and control. This hashtag was employed within a framework of
superpower-inferiority politics,with some individuals rejecting the notion of vaccine
“donations” by the U.S.

The majority of comments utilizing #NoMore constituted an online protest
movement within tweets from this account, expressing dissatisfaction with what was
perceived asU.S. interference inAfrican affairs. Referencesweremade to the Ethiopia-
Tigray conflict and internal issues in Uganda (Taye, 2017), albeit without substantial
proof accompanying these allegations. A specific tweet from @StateDept, which
included the phrase “no strings attached” in announcing the delivery of COVID-19
vaccines to Vietnam, exemplifies a trigger for such attacks. Intriguingly, this dona-
tion was unrelated to Africa, yet comments with the #NoMore hashtag suggested a
perception of U.S. control over Africa.

Despite the positive nature of the vaccine donation to Vietnammentioned in the
tweet, comments on (@StateDept and @MFA_China accounts) displayed a similar
trend, with traces observed on @FCDOGovUK and @IndianDiplomacy, albeit to a
lesser extent. It is worth noting that @GermanyDiplo had limited activity, contrib-
uting to fewer comments compared to other accounts, with only two tweets posted
between March and November 2021. This underscores the subtle nature of this
thematic analysis, revealing a complex interplay of geopolitical sentiments and anti-
intellectualist narratives across various diplomatic Twitter accounts.

The extended geopolitics that fueled anti-intellectualism toward Twitter users
continued to show traces of those believing in conspiracies rather than scientific
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knowledge, especially where words such as “China” and “virus” were mentioned as
shown in the results. For instance, since the outbreak, the “most likely” origin of
COVID-19 has sparked debates most of which were not backed by science, but by
politics and illogicality. Furthermore, there were two separate (official) reports, the
first one being a joint report of international experts led by a WHO team termed
Global Study of Origins of SARS-CoV-2: China Part, which conducted a comprehensive
trace of medical records from 233 health institutions in the city of Wuhan, where the
history of flu-like and acute respiratory illness symptoms to have been registered
between October and December 2019 were inspected. The study concluded that in all
the 233 cases, there was no scientific evidence linking them to testing “positive” for
the virus, although not ruling out the possibility of an additional trace proving
otherwise (WHO, 2021). On the other hand, there was an independent report by the
United States government through the Office of the Director of National Intelligence
titled “Declassified Assessment on COVID-19 Origin.” Therefore, the report ruled out
the possibility of the virus being a bioweapon and falsified the narrative that Chinese
officials had known about it before its first known outbreak. While the report, also
stated that the Intelligence Community (IC) was “divided on the most likely origin of
COVID-19” (ODNI, 2021, p. 1), it, however, insists on the likelihood of a laboratory-
associated origin at their “moderate confidence” on experiment-based incidents.
Looking at theWHO report stated above, and the ODNI, it becomes clear that expert-
based knowledge (which is usually scientific, from the WHO’s side) might be con-
tested by other professional bodies who report their findings to the political lead-
ership. Our observation theorizes that these tensions were also exacerbated by
misleading media reports about the virus (Zheng et al., 2020), by extension syn-
chronizing a certain degree of anti-intellectualism. With this information publicly
available, some of it could influence the thinking behind the coronavirus origins and
even strengthen the persisting conspiracies. Before these two reports were made
publicly available, both the internationalmedia and socialmedia platforms had been
receptive to scores of reports from both official journalists and non-journalists
suggesting that COVID-19 was a bioweapon, with further utterances by the then-U.S.
President, Donald Trump, who on repeated occasions likened the virus to the regular
flu and downplayed the scientific methods of dealing with COVID-19 and its spread,
undermining expert advice and continually calling it a “Chinese virus” (BBC, 2020;
Lee, 2020; Wolfe & Dale, 2020). One incident that reinforces the “downplaying of
COVID-19 existence” as shown in the results was one statement from the comments
which responded by saying:

I think we’re tougher than COVID-19 too […] allowed it to run our lives & destroy our freedoms
[…].
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Given the extent of such comments, it can be argued that ideological issues always
crop up when public emergencies surface. Looking back at the earliest stages of the
COVID-19 outbreak, it was evident that partisanship significantly dominated the
attitudes, behaviors, and approaches to controlling the spread of the virus (Gadarian
et al., 2021).

Concerning relationship-building and providing comprehensive information in
their tweets, all the Ministries of Foreign Affairs (MFAs) fell short of offering more
scientific details about COVID-19 vaccines, such as their composition, benefits, and
side effects. Instead, their communication primarily focused on announcing dona-
tions and supply achievements in their quest for efficient dose delivery, potentially
leaving the public uninformed and less accepting of vaccine usage and distribution.
We argue that many comments stemmed from a lack of knowledge or insufficient
explanation, positing that the MFAs’ communication, lacking in dialogic communi-
cation principles advocated by Kent & Taylor, particularly the dialogic loop and
usefulness of information, cannot be labeled as truly “dialogic.”

Observations indicate a notable absence of feedback or responses to public
queries, contrasting with the essence of dialogic communication, which emphasizes
two-way engagement, even in online contexts. The MFAs predominantly issued
statements without revisiting messages to assess their reception or understanding.
This aligns with our hypothesis suggesting that government institutions tend to
prioritize advancing political interests and divisions on digital platforms during
global crises, neglecting efforts to foster dialogue on the benefits of science and
technology and public understanding of suchmessages. The lack of engagement may
contribute to the escalation of anti-intellectualism in pandemic management.

Men et al. (2018) underscore the functional aspect of dialogic communication,
emphasizing the necessity for organizations to respond to public questions in the
comments section, thereby creating a synergistic dialogic loop. This approach ensures
that useful and relevant information is effectively conveyed. However, the observed
communication from the MFAs remained one-way, with limited responses to public
inquiries. This limitation reinforces the notion that theMFAsmissed opportunities to
engage in meaningful dialogue, hindering the establishment of a more effective and
informed relationship with the public.

17 Conclusions and Recommendations

Amidst the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic, a surge in populist views rooted in anti-
intellectualism is evident, overshadowing intellectual efforts to promote vaccination
as a means to curb the pandemic. Geopolitics, particularly in the global competition
for influence and vaccine distribution, plays a significant role in shaping public
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perceptions regarding the efficacy of science and knowledge in addressing pan-
demics. The use of Twitter by someMinistries of Foreign Affairs (MFAs) in the pursuit
of world domination, both in the context of the pandemic and beyond, can contribute
to the propagation of anti-intellectualism irrespective of geographical location.

The results highlight instances where the origin of COVID-19 has been weap-
onized for political gain, especially in comments, rather than promoting collective
global efforts to combat the pandemic. Notably, no official MFA statement on Twitter
addressed the COVID-19 origin, although individual accounts ventured into this
territory in comments. This contrasts with reports from the World Health Organi-
zation (WHO) and the U.S. National Intelligence Council, which traced the origin to
China and ruled out the virus as a bioweapon, respectively.

The study underscores that the global response to COVID-19 has exacerbated the
north-south gap, contributing to the use of digital platforms to amplify anti-
intellectualism. The popularization of anti-intellectualist sentiments, particularly
viewing science as impractical for pandemic control and prevention, is linked to the
lack of transparency and clear communication about vaccine production, patents,
and conflicts of interest.

The absence of responses to audience feedback or questions by the Twitter
accounts implies a detachment between MFAs and their audience, viewing them
merely as information consumers rather than communication partners. Notably,
only two Twitter accounts (@MFA_China and @StateDept) dominated the most
frequently used words, suggesting that China, as a rising economic powerhouse, and
the U.S., a longstanding superpower, attract extensive discourse and academic
attention on digital platforms.

While the study falsified the hypothesis suggesting state agencies promoted
divisions in their messages, it confirmed the second part, indicating inadequate
interaction between Twitter accounts and the public in the comments section,
potentially fostering instances of anti-intellectualism.

Given the above findings, we firstly, recommend as a matter of urgency that
during pandemics, MFAs should improve on their dialogic communication by timely
addressing audience queries online and providing feedback, instead of making their
communication only one-way. Secondly, they should involve relevant experts to help
them channel their announcements on digital platforms, offering clear and concise
scientific information that would help the audience understand the intended
message, its purpose, and the rationale behind such announcements. Thirdly, we
recommend that theMFAs on their Twitter accounts and digital platforms normalize
using algorithmic tools that would help them frequently evaluate the effect of their
messages to the public as a way of improving their communication approaches and
engaging in relationship-building.
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18 Limitations of the Study and Future Research

A major limitation was the gathering of data from all the Twitter accounts as it was
done manually, where some of the comments were marked sensitive and even
appeared to be hidden or deleted. Lack of access to such comments heavily affected
the researchers’ inferences on the full-scale discoursesmade about the extent of anti-
intellectualism towards COVID-19 vaccines, fueled by the intensified race on the
production and delivery of vaccines by all the countries mentioned above. The
second limitation was that since the researchers only focused on analyzing textual
discourses from the comments section, some of the comments used pictures to
advance their discourses, whichmade it a challenge to include themwithin the scope
of our investigation. Therefore, future studies could combine both textual and
pictorial analysis to ensure inclusivity in the analysis of comments.
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