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Discursive structures and power relations in
Covid-19 knowledge production
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This article critically examines the discourse around the Covid-19 pandemic to investigate the

widespread polarisation evident in social media debates. The model of epidemic psychology

holds that initial adverse reactions to a new disease spread through linguistic interaction. The

main argument is that the mediation of the pandemic through social media has fomented the

effects of epidemic psychology in the reaction to the Covid-19 pandemic by providing con-

tinued access to commentary and linguistic interaction. This social interaction in the absence

of any knowledge on the new disease can be seen as a discourse of knowledge production,

conducted largely on social media. This view, coupled with a critical approach to the power

relations inherent in all processes of knowledge production, provides an approach to

understanding the dynamics of polarisation, which is, arguably, issue-related and not along

common ideological lines of left and right. The paper critiques two discursive structures of

exclusion, the terms science and conspiracy theory, which have characterised the knowledge

production discourse of the Covid-19 pandemic on social media. As strategies of dialogic

contraction, they are based on a hegemonic view of knowledge production and on the

simplistic assumption of an emancipated position outside ideology. Such an approach, though

well-intentioned, may ultimately undermine social movements of knowledge production and

thus threaten the very values it aims to protect. Instead, the paper proposes a Foucauldian

approach that problematises truth claims and scientificity as always ideological and that is

aware of power as inherent to all knowledge production.
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The first truly global, digitally mediated event

The Covid-19 pandemic is the first truly global event:

Not the Black Plague, not the transatlantic slave trade nor
the two World Wars, not the 9/11 terrorist attacks have
affected everyone, on every continent, as instantly and
intimately and acutely as the spread of coronavirus, uniting
us as we fear and think and hope about the same thing.
(Badhken, 2020)

While other events of historical magnitude had a global impact,
they “were not experienced by the entire world at the same time”
(Milanović, 2020)—though this experience takes a different form
for each of us, in terms of both our personal reaction and that of
the country we live in. What unites these personal experiences is
that they have been largely digital because, apart from being the
first truly global event, it is also “the first epidemic in history in
which people around the world have been collectively expressing
their thoughts and concerns on social media” (Aiello et al., 2021,
p. 1). So our first global event is also the one “where we never met
face-to-face in real-time with other people who lived through it”
(Milanović, 2020).

Social media turned into the prime channel of the public
sphere in quarantined societies, and a rigid and noxious polar-
isation evidently dominates the discourse (European Court of
Human Rights, 2021; Yang, 2021). The question of why a crisis
that should unite us in our communal struggle against a virus
has produced such a divided society has put the spotlight on
social media, which are still commonly assumed to be geared to
create polarisation. The banning of @realdonaldtrump from
Twitter may be read by future media scholars as to the begin-
ning of an era of control of social media, as the end of Silicon
Valley companies’ innocence as mediators of discourse. Since
the global communities’ engagement in a fight against infor-
mation disorder may produce other bans and regulations of free
speech on public networks, the discussion of the role of social
media as a public sphere will take important turns in the
coming years.

In Rosenberg’s (1989, p. 2) terms, as particular societies con-
struct their characteristic responses following dramaturgic forms,
epidemics are extraordinary opportunities to gain an “under-
standing of the relationship among ideology, social structure, and
the construction of particular selves”. To understand “our con-
temporary reaction to a traditional stimulus”, we must distinguish
between what is unique and what seems to be universal to pan-
demic responses (Rosenberg, 1989, p. 2). This article tries to take
the first step towards this goal through a critical approach to the
discourse on the Covid-19 pandemic. An aspect unique to this
pandemic is that it has been mediated primarily by social media.
How this has shaped the response will be subject to extensive
study in years to come, and the large amount of language data
this has produced will be of great interest to social media dis-
course analysts. I propose that the mediating role of social media
has provided the opportunity to approach the pandemic through
the mode of knowledge production practice that is already
exhibited by social movements. Contests over this knowledge
production, however, led to a polarisation that cannot be
explained comprehensively by common partisan affiliations but
that should be understood to be interpretative, that is, pre-
dominantly issue-related. I argue that this polarisation has
caused, and is caused by, among other things, discursive struc-
tures of exclusion, specifically through the hegemonic use of
terms such as conspiracy theories and science. The following
section will begin this argument by introducing the model of
epidemic psychology that I adopt to understand our reaction to
the Covid-19 pandemic.

Epidemic psychology and the virtual public sphere
Strong (1990) proposes the “epidemic psychology” model to
describe the early reaction to new fatal diseases. He comments on
the “striking problems that large, fatal epidemics seem to present
to social order; on the waves of fear, panic, stigma, moralising,
and calls to action that seem to characterise the immediate
reaction” and the “extraordinary emotional maelstrom which
seems, at least for a time, to be beyond anyone’s immediate
control” (Strong, 1990, p. 249), descriptions that fit our experi-
ence in the first year of the Covid-19 pandemic quite well. Strong
sees the capacity of language to enable coordinated action among
large groups of people, our “shared intentionality” (Tomasello,
2008, p. 343), as the key factor in epidemic psychology, making
human societies “complex and, though elaborately organised, still
potentially subject to fundamental change, simultaneously mas-
sively ordered and extraordinarily fragile” (Strong, 1990, p. 256).

Most social action is based on routine: Strong (1990, p. 257)
cites Alfred Schütz’s idea that everyday life is “a matter neither of
rationality nor irrationality, but of routine”. Similarly, Berger and
Luckmann (1966, p. 172) have argued that “the most important
vehicle of reality-maintenance is casual conversation”, which “can
afford to be casual precisely because it refers to the routines of a
taken-for-granted world. The loss of casualness signals a break in
the routines and, at least potentially, a threat to the taken-for-
granted reality” (Berger and Luckmann, 1966, p. 172). Such a
threat to routine can lead to “epidemic psychology in which
contagious waves of panic rip unpredictably through both indi-
viduals and the body politic, disrupting all manner of everyday
practices, undermining faith in conventional authority” (Strong,
1990, p. 257). In sum,

the human origin of epidemic psychology lies not so much
in our unruly passions as in the threat of epidemic disease
to our everyday assumptions, in the potential fragility of
human social structure and interaction, and in the huge
diversity and elaboration of human thought, morality and
technology; based as all of these are upon words rather than
genes. (Strong, 1990, p. 258).

With language at the heart of epidemic psychology, the
threshold at which epidemic psychology sets in may be lower in
the digital age due to greater connectedness and thus exposure to
language and conversation. The study of language use on social
media is thus fundamental to understanding the social processes
and transformations that will result from the Covid-19 pandemic.
The Internet and social media are by now fundamentally
important for all types of linguistic acts including casual con-
versation and coordinated social action. We produce and receive
more language on a daily basis than ever (McCullock, 2019, p. 2).
In Foucauldian terms, social media provides the environment of
commentary that keep alive a large amount of discourses which
would otherwise disappear (Foucault, 1981, pp. 56–57), thus
creating the impression that particular knowledges are estab-
lished. If we consider social media “important engines of context
collapse, rather than enablers of ideological segregation” (Bruns,
2019, p. 99), it should come as no surprise that the symptoms of
epidemic psychology described by Strong (1990) set in so quickly
and transversally in our societies (see, e.g. Esses and Hamilton,
2021; Aiello et al., 2021).

Social media use has increased vastly during the Covid-19
pandemic (Nguyen et al., 2020), and it is the connectedness
through social media that makes this pandemic unlike any other
(Aiello et al., 2021; Madrigal, 2020; Tsao et al., 2021). The pos-
sibility to experience it in a socially distanced way is afforded to
us only by our digitalised world. As Harari (2021) observes, “[i]n
1918, […] if you ordered the entire population of a country to
stay at home for several weeks, it would have resulted in
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economic ruin, social breakdown and mass starvation. In con-
trast, in 2020, […] automation and the Internet made extended
lockdowns viable, at least in developed countries”. How viable
they are in terms of long-term effects remains to be seen, and, as
Harari (2021) rightfully notes, even this digital world could not
function without “the crucial role that many low-paid professions
play in maintaining human civilisation: nurses, sanitation work-
ers, truck drivers, cashiers, delivery people”. Given this funda-
mental importance of digital access, the #StayHome narratives of
lockdown life have been particularly developed-world, digitalised,
middle class, childless narratives. But the key point is that “after
2020, we know that life can go on even when an entire country is
in physical lockdown” (Harari, 2021).

How will this new importance of social media affect society?
Whether virtual public spaces also constitute a virtual public
sphere has long been discussed (for an overview, see Bruns and
Highfield, 2016). While using social media empowers users by
broadcasting their opinions more widely, “the same anonymity
and absence of face-to-face interaction that expands our freedom
of expression online keeps us from assessing the impact and social
value of our words” (Papacharissi, 2002, p. 16). In fact, this sense
of empowerment may misrepresent the true impact of our opi-
nions (Papacharissi, 2002, p. 17) and also of those held by others:
Because a few vocal users can create a lot of activity, browsing
social media may give us a distorted view of society, making it
appear more polarised than it actually is.

A case in point is the (now deleted) Twitter thread that made
Eric Feigl-Ding famous: He summarised a paper about the new
coronavirus with the words “HOLY MOTHER OF GOD—the
new coronavirus is a 3.8!!!” and called this infectiousness “ther-
monuclear pandemic level bad” (24 January 2020). In a response
thread on Twitter, science writer Ferris Jabr shows that Feigl-
Ding’s thread “missed essential context and contains numerous
errors” and argues that his “claim that ‘we are now faced with the
most virulent virus epidemic the world has ever seen’ and that the
new coronavirus is 8x as infectious as SARS is completely untrue”
(https://twitter.com/ferrisjabr/status/1220963553911271424).
Feigl-Ding’s viral thread thus

exemplified a deep problem on Twitter: The most extreme
statements can be far more amplified than more measured
messages. In the information sphere, while public-health
researchers are doing their best to distribute scientific
evidence, viral Twitter threads, context-free videos, and
even conspiracy theories are reaching far more people.
(Madrigal, 2020)

Some argue, however, that it’s exactly this recognition of
constant evolution that should inform modern science, that Feigl-
Ding has just understood how social media work and “committed
the unpardonable sin of failing to act on Twitter like enough of a
scientist—you know, terrified of getting something wrong,
because science never does” (Science+Story, 2020). As social
media come under increasing pressure through debates over
misinformation, one task the pandemic sets us is to work towards
a virtual public sphere that goes beyond the imagined commu-
nities (Anderson, 1983) or virtual spheres “consist[ing] of several
spheres of counterpublics that have been excluded from main-
stream political discourse, yet employ virtual communication to
restructure the mainstream that ousted them” (Papacharissi,
2002, p. 21).

Most theorisations on the virtual public sphere consider it in
conjunction with the non-virtual sphere. The new situation we
face now is the temporary quasi-disappearance of physical
interactions. As I have argued in this section, while epidemic
psychology had been constrained in previous pandemics by the
sheer absence of contact, it is now able to continue unchecked,

simply because a lockdown no longer keeps us from conversing
with the world. The public sphere has been forcibly moved into
the virtual space, for a short yet decisive amount of time: Public
shaming of “irresponsible” people, insults (“Covidiot”), dubious
model predictions and all the other effects of epidemic psychol-
ogy could be observed. This, as I argue in the following section,
has made the Covid-19 pandemic a phenomenon of communal
knowledge production practice.

The Covid-19 pandemic as process of knowledge production
The Covid-19 pandemic is a unique phenomenon of knowledge
production practice in the history of humanity because the phe-
nomena of epidemic psychology described by Strong (1990) are
for the first time mediated by a global network, that is, social
media. The knowledge production in the Covid-19 pandemic
resembles, in an accelerated form, that of climate change. Our
first global event also gave us the opportunity to learn together, in
real time, across the globe. Social media turn not only politics
from a closed space into “a conversation that can be joined by
outsiders” (Ausserhofer and Maireder, 2013, p. 306), but also
science, by way of knowledge production practices. There has
long been a discussion in the philosophy of science on how
knowledge gets subsumed into “scientism”, defined as “the con-
viction that we can no longer understand science as one form of
possible knowledge, but rather must identify knowledge with
science” (Habermas, 1972, p. 4). The Covid-19 pandemic has
placed science along with its hegemonies in the spotlight of
society, and it is thus informative to reflect on the relation
between science and knowledge.

As a response to public fear, the Covid-19 pandemic has fol-
lowed the model of epidemic psychology in generating an
“exceptionally volatile intellectual state” (Strong, 1990, p. 254), as
little is known about the new disease (Davey Smith et al., 2020)
and there was uncertainty about whether “a new disease or a new
outbreak is trivial or whether it is really something enormously
important”, leading to “collective disorientation” (Strong, 1990, p.
254). This volatile intellectual state and disorientation have cre-
ated discourses of knowledge production (Casas-Cortés et al.,
2008; Della Porta and Pavan, 2017; Pavan and Felicetti, 2019),
defined as “practices through which local and highly personal
experiences, rationalities, and competences get connected and
coordinated within shared cognitive systems which, in turn,
provide movements and their supporters with a common orien-
tation for making claims and acting collectively” (Pavan and
Felicetti, 2019, p. 3).

Such practices create what Foucault (1980) calls local, sub-
jugated knowledges, defined as an “autonomous, non-centralised
kind of theoretical production, one that is to say whose validity is
not dependent on the approval of the established regimes of
thought” (Foucault, 1980, p. 81). While such theoretical pro-
duction consists of “local, discontinuous, disqualified, illegitimate
knowledges”, it does not constitute a right to ignorance or non-
knowledge: it is opposed “not to the contents, methods or con-
cepts of a science, but to the effects of the centralising powers
which are linked to the institution and functioning of an orga-
nised scientific discourse” (Foucault, 1980, p. 84). More recently,
Fischer (2000) has shown how local contextual knowledge by
citizens can help solve complex social and environmental pro-
blems. One example of these from the current pandemic are
mutual aid groups (Engler, 2020; Mahanty and Phillipps, 2020;
Sitrin and Colectiva Sembrar, 2020). However, the often cen-
tralising, heavy-handed or even authoritarian responses of gov-
ernments, coupled with blanket policies that reflected little trust
in the intelligence or autonomy of its citizens, hindered such
knowledge production movements. Citizens were delegated to a
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passive role while a selected group of experts led the response,
which mirrors the dynamics experienced by environmental
movements (Fischer, 2000, pp. 92–93).

A ready response to this volatile intellectual state tends to be
that educated citizens should trust in science and condemn those
who believe conspiracy theories, who spread fake news, who
usher in an era of post-truth. Such a response, however, is often
undergirded by a simplistic understanding of ideology, by the
idea that we can and must somehow combat ideology and pro-
mote scientific truth through critical scrutiny of language and
discourse in the media. Foucault criticised the usefulness of the
notion of ideology for the fact that it “always stands in virtual
opposition to something else which is supposed to count as truth”
(Foucault, 1980, p. 180). Rather than exploring a knowable rea-
lity, scientific enquiry has been described as constructive practice,
that is, “oriented toward ‘making things work’ successfully and
embedded in a reality which is highly artificial and essentially self-
created” (Knorr-Cetina, 1977, p. 670). In other words, assuming
some kind of “false consciousness” within ideology presupposes
the existence of a “consciousness which is not false (the position
of critique)” (Mills, 2004, p. 29), but such a position does not
exist: “All knowledge is determined by a combination of social,
institutional and discursive pressures” (Mills, 2004, p. 30).

The dominating theoretical approaches to critical discourse
studies hold that, through an awareness of linguistic/ideological
oppression based on neo-Marxist or rationalist analysis, people
are empowered to bring about social change and thus achieve
emancipation (Hart and Cap, 2014, p. 2). While this is a useful
approach to studying language and social change, Pennycook
(2001, pp. 36–41) criticises such “emancipatory modernist”
approaches as potentially patronising and argues that they lack
the means to respond to the awareness of ideological oppression.
Emancipatory modernist approaches to discourse are often
grounded in a simplistic view of ideology juxtaposed with some
“knowable reality” and hold the problematic notion that “scien-
tific knowledge of reality can help us escape from the falsity of
ideology” (Pennycook, 2001, p. 41), a rationale that is itself often
used by populist agitators (Bruns, 2019, p. 114). Messianic
attempts to help people see the light often fail, overlooking that
many discourse practices aim to “explore others’ reaction to one’s
identity and have it confirmed in interactions, including hostile
reactions that confirm one’s status as a critical outsider” (Krämer,
2017, p. 1302), thus cementing the very status one seeks to
challenge into an emancipated position of its own. When
studying epidemic psychology and the uncertain intellectual state
it produces, it is thus more important than ever to remember that
all language is political (Gee, 2011, p. 10), all knowledge pro-
duction is ideological and there is no truth or knowledge outside
ideology (Pennycook, 2001, p. 89).

As is the case with climate action, science’s indeterminacy, its
raising more questions than it could answer, has led to its poli-
ticisation (Fischer, 2000, p. 95). My argument in this section has
been that, in the volatile intellectual state the Covid-19 pandemic
has caused, the hegemonies of knowledge production, while
always existing below the surface, have been made exceptionally
visible. The restlessness of hypermediativity, fuelled by a constant
generation and availability of data, allowed everyone to conduct
“fact-based” statistical analyses and share them, around the clock.
The fast exchange through social media and the way it empowers
users to broadcast opinions and knowledge to wide audiences
have caused a politicisation and polarisation of scientific debates
(Clarke, 2020; Bhopal and Munro, 2021). In the context of the
Covid-19 pandemic as a process of knowledge production, it is
necessary to differentiate the concept of polarisation a bit further,
as I will do in the next section.

Interpretative polarisation
In this paper, I understand polarisation as a dynamic phe-
nomenon, driven by “interpretative” polarisation, “the process
wherein different groups in a society contextualise a common
topic in starkly different ways” so that “frames used by one
camp are deemed unfounded, inappropriate, or illegitimate by
other camps” (Kligler-Vilenchik et al., 2020, p. 2). Social media
are so rooted in our daily lives that they receive attention from a
range of disciplines, and many commentators still purport that
social media “foster extreme viewpoints by design” (Bhopal and
Munro, 2021) and are thus inherently geared to produce
polarisation.

A range of evidence argues against this deterministic view,
however. In a review of a range of studies, Tucker et al. (2018, pp.
15–16) argue that “[t]he consumption of political information
through social media increases cross-cutting exposure, which has
a range of positive effects on civic engagement, political mod-
eration, and the quality of democratic politics, but also facilitates
the spread of misinformation”. Bruns (2019) has cast doubt on
Pariser’s (2011) concept of the “filter bubble”, and the popular
idea that social bots on Twitter “pretend to be a human user and
[are] operated by some sinister actor to manipulate public opi-
nion” seems unfounded according to recent research (Gallwitz
and Kreil, 2021). Frequent use of ever more available social media
diversifies individuals’ networks, which may alleviate concerns
about echo chambers on social media (Lee et al., 2014), though
may not necessarily “create more informed citizens”
(Papacharissi, 2002, p. 15), or a public sphere as such: While
social media use “may reduce ideological polarisation as a result
of leading to higher cross-cutting exposure, it may simultaneously
increase affective polarisation because of the negative nature of
these interactions” (Tucker et al., 2018, p. 21), of which the
Covid-19 pandemic has provided many.

In the absence of knowledge on the disease, the reactions to the
Covid-19 pandemic subverted the established ideological stand-
points. The range of ideological persuasions observed at anti-
lockdown protests and the fact that liberal thinkers argue for
closed borders while conservative thinkers question night-time
curfews and police presence shows that the conflict cannot be
thought along the usual partisan lines. Research on polarisation
has argued for the recognition of various dimensions of opinion
polarisation: Where new issues arise, people are prepared to
deviate from their regular partisan or ideological direction
(Wojcieszak and Rojas, 2011). Studies suggest that partisan/
ideological affiliation is not as directly influenced by knowledge as
issue-related opinions:

[K]nowledge is found to predict the variance of two issue-
related measures of polarisation, whereas there is no such
association between knowledge and partisan/ideological
polarisation. This is consistent with previous research that
the more knowledgeable are likely to move to more extreme
issue positions by counter arguing claims incompatible with
their political predisposition. (Lee et al., 2014, pp. 716–717)

People evaluate objects that they encounter frequently along
different lines to rare but impactful objects: differing findings for
party/ideology and issue-related polarisation suggest that the
underlying mechanism of partisan and ideological polarisation is
distinct from that of issue-related processes (Tucker et al., 2018,
pp. 40–48). This recognition shows that studies or surveys linking
attitudes towards the Covid-19 pandemic to partisan affiliations
are not entirely informative.

In a study of how citizens evaluate arguments about contested
issues, Taber and Lodge (2006) find that prior attitudes decisively
guide how new information is processed:
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Far from the rational calculator portrayed in enlightenment
prose and spatial equations, homo politicus would seem to
be a creature of simple likes and prejudices that are quite
resistant to change. […] Skepticism is valuable and
attitudes should have inertia. But skepticism becomes bias
when it becomes unreasonably resistant to change and
especially when it leads one to avoid information as with
the confirmation bias. (Taber and Lodge, 2006, pp.
767–768)

The “boundary line between rational skepticism and irrational
bias” (Taber and Lodge, 2006, p. 768) is a key issue in discussions
about the Covid-19 pandemic, and one that can perhaps not be
established in a normative way.

To address the question of why a newly arisen issue that could
not be addressed by existing political schemes has polarised
society so quickly, we may argue, then, that different con-
textualisations of the same issue have produced different eva-
luations in people (Kligler-Vilenchik et al., 2020). While people
can generally process multiple frames and evaluate different
angles, this ability may be hampered where “competing groups
rely exclusively on contrasting frames and reject (or are unaware
of) those frames underlying divergent preferences”, which may
lead to “contrasting interpretations that sustain irreconcilable
positions”. It is this configuration that, I argue, leads to inter-
pretative polarisation, which may make “meaningful conversation
between groups almost impossible” (Kligler-Vilenchik et al., 2020,
p. 2) and reinforce political polarisation.

Examples of such contrasting interpretations abound. The term
lockdown has had differing definitions in each country, which led
to shadings such as hard/soft lockdown. The term new normal was
perhaps meant to anchor hygiene measures in people’s thoughts,
but is seen by many as an attempt to normalise draconian
restrictions and situations that are clearly anything but normal.
The dichotomy of health vs economy is another example of how
the same issue can be presented in different lights, depending on
the angle one takes.

Interpretative polarisation can explain why partisan analysis
does not apply to the Covid-19 pandemic as an extraordinary
phenomenon whose epidemic psychology, as I have argued so far,
made necessary new reflections, a process of knowledge pro-
duction. The Covid-19 pandemic challenges existing ideological
boundaries, so an analysis of its discourse requires an approach
that goes beyond seeing ideology as a given structural object and
instead analyses hegemonies and power struggles inherent in all
discourses of knowledge production.

Discursive structures of exclusion
Exclusion through dialogic contraction. An oft-repeated charge
in debates on the Covid-19 pandemic is that particular voices or
opinions have been ignored or excluded from the debate, that
particular things cannot be said. This is then countered by the
reminder that there is free speech, that anyone can publish
anything after all. Both positions forget that discourses are gen-
erally considered to be “principally organised around practices of
exclusion” (Mills, 2004, p. 11): Any notion of what seems natural
to say or what seems unsayable is the result of such exclusion
practices, of “battles ‘for truth’” where, in the words of Foucault,
“by truth I do not mean ‘the ensemble of truths which are to be
discovered and accepted’, but rather ‘the ensemble of rules
according to which the true and the false are separated and
specific effects of power attached to the true’” (Foucault, 1980,
p. 132).

Foucault (1981, pp. 52–54) proposes three procedures of
exclusion: prohibition, the division of reason/madness and the
opposition between true/false (the “will to truth”). The argument

that nobody is excluded because everyone is free to publish
anything misunderstands practices of discursive exclusion by
reducing them to the first of those principles (prohibition) while
ignoring the existence of the other two. Based on Bakhtin’s
concept of “centripetal-centrifugal struggle”, Baxter (2011) argues
that, as it is “difficult to presume that all discourses are equal in
the play for meaning, […] competing discourses are not equally
legitimated. Some are centred (the centripetal) and others are
marginalised (centrifugal). In the instance of monologue, all but a
single totalising discourse is erased” (Baxter, 2011, p. 14). Thus,
the struggles of exclusion are regular phenomena of hegemony in
discourse, made visible through the extraordinary process of
knowledge generation. The fact that free speech is constrained
and certain things become dominant in discourses while others
become unsayable is a product of competing power relations in a
discourse (see Mills, 2004, p. 64). These power relations, as usual
in Foucauldian thought, are not inherently negative or positive,
but potentially dangerous if not questioned, which is the aim of
this section.

In what follows, I investigate two discursive structures of
exclusion via dialogic contraction that originate in the emanci-
patory modernist approach to ideology in discourse identified
above: First, the reference to an abstract authority (the science)
and second, accusations of conspiracy theories. I understand
dialogic contraction with reference to Bakhtinian dialogism (for
an introduction, see Robinson, 2011) as used in various theories
of discourse analysis such as Appraisal Theory (Martin and
White, 2005) and Relational Dialectics Theory. In the latter,
discourses (defined roughly as systems of meaning or “voices”)
compete in discursive struggle, on a cline between monologic and
idealised dialogic (Baxter, 2011). While in idealised dialogism all
discourses are given equal weight, monologism consists of “a
discursive playing field so unequal that all but one monologic,
authoritative discourse is silenced” (Baxter, 2011, p. 9). This
model is useful for analysing the discourse on the Covid-19
pandemic because it reflects the accusation that the public debate
has increasingly become monologic, with the authoritative
discourse of the respective political leaders and their close circles
of experts in the dominant position.

One of the first demands on social media at the beginning of
the pandemic was that people should be quiet and “let experts
talk”. These calls were meant to reduce noise in the discourse, a
defence mechanism to the heated reactions in the networks, in
line with early reactions of epidemic psychology. They were initial
reactionary attempts to exclude voices from commenting on what
was from the beginning a complex social crisis that concerns
everyone. Attempts to restrict the discourse to “experts” only later
crystallised into the two frequent formulas that we should follow
the science and that we must combat conspiracy theories.

This simplistic binary choice juxtaposing the science/experts/
evidence with conspiracy theories/fake news is at the heart of the
dialogic contraction in the Covid-19 pandemic. It makes it seem
as though the only available positions are either to believe Covid-
19 to be a global threat that eclipses all other threats or to deny its
existence altogether, thus mirroring labellings used in the climate
debate, which “isolate, exclude, ignore, and dismiss claim-makers
of all types from constructive dialogue” (Howarth and Sharman,
2015, p. 239).

These strategies of dialogic contraction work by appealing to
taken-for-granted truths (science is good, populism is bad) and to
an imagined neutral position outside ideology, power and
discourse. This position is workable in routine debates, where
challenges are either confined to academic circles or addressed by
societies’ “general politics of truth” (Foucault, 1980, p. 131). In an
epistemologically disruptive event such as the Covid-19 pan-
demic, however, as I argue in this article, the role of science in the
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public enters the spotlight, epistemic psychology challenges our
established routines, and discursive structures of dialogic
contraction towards a monologic extreme rapidly translate into
social polarisation.

Critical approaches to discourse that are conscious of and able
to consider power relations as they emerge from discursive
practice thus seem better suited to study our present situation. To
study language with the aim of explaining power rather than just
reveal it, we must show how power operates in discourses rather
than how it is held by particular, pre-categorised actors or
institutions (Pennycook, 2001, p. 93). As Katsambekis and
Stavrakakis (2020) argue:

In many cases, understanding the policies of certain actors
through the lens of ‘populism’ […] and the vague notion of
a ‘populist threat to democracy’, often adopted in typical
anti-populist discourses, seems to be diverting attention
from other imminent dangers to democracy, most impor-
tantly: nativism, nationalism, authoritarianism, racism.
(Katsambekis and Stavrakakis, 2020, p. 7)

Having established discursive structures of exclusion as
inherent to all discourse, I now discuss two strategies of dialogic
contraction that I consider to be fundamental to the polarisation
that we have seen in this pandemic and that let us answer why a
global health crisis and the knowledge production that ensued,
where we are all on the same side, has become such a
polarising topic.

The science as legitimating authority. A central claim made by
most leaders throughout the Covid-19 pandemic has been that
they “follow the science” (Pérez-González, 2020b; Stevens, 2020;
Pierce, 2021). In his first prime-time address to the nation on 11
March, Joe Biden said, “we know what we need to do to beat this
virus. Tell the truth. Follow the scientists and the science”. What
is unclear about such statements is what exactly “the science”
refers to. Sweden, under Anders Tegnell’s advice, also “follows the
science”, and the rate of agreement of the Swedish scientific
community, when asked whether scientific advice had been taken
into account, does not differ from that reported for other coun-
tries (Rijs and Fenter, 2020). Yet the Swedish approach, generally
described as at best “unorthodox”, differs radically to that of
many other countries, and mentioning “Sweden” in a current
social network discussion is a safe way of being delegitimised as a
reasonable discourse actor (Torjesen, 2021).

This suggests that the reductive notion of the science, like the
similar formula the evidence (see Furedi, 2020), is defined based
on particular principles of authority, established, though not
overtly specified, by dominant discourse actors. It disclaims the
multivoicedness, interdisciplinarity and plurality of processes of
knowledge production (Knorr-Cetina, 1999) and serves as a
discursive strategy of dialogic contraction, an expression of
discursive hegemony: “The debate becomes polarised and binary:
if the science says yes to face coverings, then challenging the
orthodoxy or even questioning its universality becomes heretical”
(Martin et al., 2020, p. 506).

Taylor (2010) conducts a corpus-assisted study of the use of the
term the science in UK press articles between 1993 and 2008.
Referring to Aristotle’s model of rhetoric and argumentation, she
argues that science, instead of being used as part of logos,
providing logical proof, “is increasingly used as a part of ethos,
that is, persuasion at the interpersonal level”, projecting a
particular stance towards the audience and appealing to an
unspecified or unexplained authority, “making the writer’s
personal character appear more credible by enroling ‘science’
on their side of an argument” (Taylor, 2010, p. 222). This is

especially the case where authors “refer to some unspecified,
autonomous, authoritative entity” such as the science (Taylor,
2010, p. 236). These findings are echoed by Pérez-González’s
(2020a, p. 13) study of a corpus of a wide range of climate change
blogs, where bloggers attempt to construct authoritative voices of
consensus by using the the science formula.

While scientific discourse in general is rarely characterised by
consensus, it is much less so in the context of the Covid-19
pandemic. A review of studies shows that a lot of research on the
issue has been biased or of low quality (Raynaud et al., 2021).
Critiques of bias in the acceptation and rejection of evidence have
long existed (Stevens, 2007) and are echoed in a cross-country
report on populism in the Covid-19 pandemic:

“Experts” are not neutral actors that will save liberal
democracy from “bad populists”. […] [T]he pandemic has
rather revealed the deeply political character of scientific
input in critical junctures as well as the very political agency
of experts themselves. […] It becomes apparent then that
exactly as populists do not form a coherent bloc in the
pandemic, experts too cannot be treated as a unified front,
thus the dichotomy “experts vs populists” is exposed as
fundamentally flawed once more in the context of the
ongoing crisis. (Katsambekis and Stavrakakis, 2020,
pp. 7–8)

Many righteous approaches to the Covid-19 pandemic, but also
to the climate emergency, succeed in identifying ideologically
motivated harmful practices, but succumb to the emancipatory
modernist lack of self-reflexivity on whether its messages, which
are meant to convince the targeted audience, do not just patronise
it, as discussed above. Populists will respond to this not by
accepting that they are wrong, but by rejecting the entire frame of
knowledge: “We’ll probably also start to hear calls for climate
lockdowns. I know, right now that sounds completely preposter-
ous, but don’t these kooky ideas always find a way to bleed into
the mainstream? […] Don’t worry though, they’re just following
the science” (Miller, 2021).

It is understandable to want to reinforce a society that bases its
actions on informed opinion, especially in the age of Trumpism.
However, it is the very reductionism of an approach that makes
an unspecified truth-claim to the science and disqualifies every-
thing else as unreasonable that allows populist actors like Trump
to gain power by turning the same simple strategy on its head.
The postmodernist challenges of a simplified, messianic notion of
the science remain valid. The formula represents a simplistic and
hegemonic view of what “science” is and threatens to turn it into
a buzzword of discursive exclusion and disciplining, undermining
equal engagement in knowledge production.

Conspiracy theory as a sanctioning device. The second structure
of exclusion I discuss is the term conspiracy theory. Husting and
Orr (2007) critique this term as a metadiscursive “vocabulary of
motive in struggles over the meaning of social and political
worlds, events, and ideas” (2007, p. 132). In simple terms, its use
signifies a discursive move of “going meta”, that is, “elect[ing] to
step back from the immediacy of a question to question the
questioner’s motives, or tone, or premises, or right to ask certain
questions, or right to ask any questions at all” (Simons, 1994, p.
470). Invoking the label conspiracy theory thus has the function of
“shifting the focus of discourse to reframe another’s claims as
unwarranted or unworthy of full consideration” (Husting and
Orr, 2007, p. 129). While research has put into question whether
applying the label has any negative effect on the targeted actor’s
beliefs (Wood, 2016), the accusation of conspiracy theory seeks to
discursively expel actors from the community of reasonable
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interlocutors, thus “protecting certain decisions and people from
question in arenas of political, cultural, and scholarly knowledge
construction” (Husting and Orr, 2007, p. 130) by reverting the
focus of attention onto the questioner.

This discursive structure is often used in “cultures of fear” that
“generate new mechanisms of social control” (Husting and Orr,
2007, p. 128). Considering that many European countries are still
in constant alert mode from terrorism, the description of such a
culture fits the past year quite well:

fear and threat become the means for media, politicians,
and corporations to sell commodities, buy votes, and justify
policies reducing civil rights and promoting war (Altheide,
2000). As a mythos of consensus has turned into a mythos
of fear, we would expect to find new interactional
mechanisms to shield authority and legitimacy from
challenge or accountability. (Husting and Orr, 2007, p. 130)

More recently, Husting (2018) identifies two problems with
current academic and journalist discourse around conspiracy.
First, a cognitive approach, which “attempts to diagnose traits like
character and intelligence, intent on identifying hidden, usually
individualised causes of constructing, believing in, and circulating
conspiracy theories” (Husting, 2018, p. 111). By psychologising
the subjects of its analysis in this way, “it misses the political work
done by the labels themselves” and overstates their coherence to
argue for their danger to society (Husting, 2018, p. 112). Husting
argues that this cognitive analysis expresses a neoliberal
responsibilisation of the individual in various ways to “follow
expert advice to optimise well-being and health of body, mind,
and polis” (Husting, 2018, p. 113). As citizens, we “regulate
ourselves by regulating, judging, and contemning others, and
keeping our own thoughts and styles of reason and emotion
clear” (Husting, 2018, p. 123). The disputes over truth, falsity and
conspiracy theories thus “serve to construct, circulate, and enact a
‘well-tempered’ citizen in liberal politics” (Husting, 2018, p. 113).

The second problem Husting (2018) identifies with current
conspiracy theory discourse is its affective register. According to
dominant analyses, conspiracy theorists “step out of the sphere of
reason and logic, and enter the terrain of the emotional and the
psychotic” (Husting, 2018, p. 117). Yet conspiracy discourse is
itself “a form of emotional and political engagement driven by
contempt and laced with anger and fear” by policing the
boundaries of reasonable political doubt and theorising an
“uncorrupted democratic sphere” (Husting, 2018, p. 117) outside
ideology. By constructing conspiracy theories as threats to the
order of the state and to the uncorrupted citizen, conspiracy
theory discourse falls victim to the same pseudo-messianic
discursive approach it seeks to unravel.

In a study of Wikipedia edits of the article on the German word
for conspiracy theory, Verschwörungstheorie, Vogel (2018) argues
that the term is not used with a descriptive, analytical function,
but is part of an established metadiscursive accusatory,
stigmatising and disciplinary pattern to sanction views from a
position or epistemology outside the collectivism and the
“sayable” in the ingroup, whose validity is assumed to be taken
for granted (Vogel, 2018, p. 281). As Husting (2018, p. 120) says,
“[o]nce the label ‘conspiracy theory’ sticks to someone, it
impugns their intellectual and moral competence and relieves
hearers of the need to consider the validity of her or his claims”.
The use of the term, thus, lacks a problematisation of one’s own
supposed neutrality. Its use is hegemonic, not analytical.

Vogel (2018) studies Wikipedia discourse specifically, but his
observations are transferable to general social media discourse.
And in the pandemic knowledge production, the epistemological
conditions and power relations among participants within such
knowledge production movements (Esteves, 2008) are

comparable. Due to the shift of the public sphere into the digital
as discussed above, most people will have experienced debates in
online worlds along with everything this entails.

In a comprehensive survey of the usage of conspiracy theory,
Butter (2018) writes that, while the Internet and social media
have made conspiracy theories more visible and fast-moving, they
are no more frequent or influential than they used to be because
they are still regarded as “stigmatised knowledge”. In the wake of
the current surge of populism combined with the fragmentation
of society through the Internet, Butter (2018, p. 18) argues, the
fragmented public sphere and the different notions of truth
condition the current debate in which some are afraid again of
conspiracies while others are still worried about the fatal effects of
conspiracy theories. The dialogic contraction we are arguably
seeing can thus be traced to a particular constellation of fears for
the public sphere combined with the fear of the pandemic.

In sum, value-laden terms such as conspiracy theory are
attempts to exercise discursive power over others by excluding
them from being reasonable participants in the debate, both in
everyday interactions by users and in official government acts.
Mechanisms that define limits of the sayable “weaken public
spaces that are central for interaction, contest, and deliberation:
the spaces where we define our world” (Husting and Orr, 2007,
p. 147).

In this section, I have discussed two structures of exclusion by
dialogic contraction: the science and conspiracy theory. These are
common terms in everyday discourse, but, as I have shown, their
appropriateness for academic study and debate is questionable
due to their hegemonic nature and unreflected reference to
accepted and sanctioned knowledge. This is not to say, of course,
that we should endorse conspiracy theories or reject science. The
aim is rather to become aware of how all types of knowledge are
related to power. I am not interested here in evaluating the
veracity of particular discourses on the Covid-19 pandemic (cf.
Husting and Orr, 2007, p. 131), or even in whether conspiracy
theories are dangerous or not, but in the mechanisms whereby
one discourse becomes considered dominant and thus supported
by financial and social capital whereas the other becomes
confined to the margins of society (Mills, 2004, p. 17).

Conclusion
In this paper, I have adopted the model of epidemic psychology,
which functions fundamentally through linguistic interaction,
and argued that social media use has fomented its effects in the
reaction to the Covid-19 pandemic by providing sustained access
to commentary and linguistic interaction. I have suggested that
this social interaction in a context of a volatile intellectual state
can be seen as a discourse of knowledge production, conducted
largely on social media. This view, along with the power relations
it implies, provides an approach to understanding the dynamics
of polarisation as interpretative, outside established partisan lines.
To understand the polarisation better, I have discussed two dis-
cursive structures of exclusion, the terms the science and con-
spiracy theory, which have characterised the knowledge
production discourse of the Covid-19 pandemic on social media.
I have argued that these are strategies of dialogic contraction
which are based on a hegemonic view of knowledge and a sim-
plistic view of ideology based in the emancipatory modernist view
of language that represents the currently dominant form of dis-
course analysis.

With this line of argument, I have intended to make sense of
the Covid-19 pandemic discourse and take a step towards
understanding the polarisation in our societies. As I have argued,
this polarisation is due to discourse practices and not attributable
to social media technology. The Covid-19 pandemic has forced us

HUMANITIES AND SOCIAL SCIENCES COMMUNICATIONS | https://doi.org/10.1057/s41599-021-00935-2 ARTICLE

HUMANITIES AND SOCIAL SCIENCES COMMUNICATIONS |           (2021) 8:248 | https://doi.org/10.1057/s41599-021-00935-2 7



to reflect on many things, not just ourselves, but also the way we
study society and (means of) communication. A great amount of
data is being collected (see, e.g. Chen et al., 2020) and many
studies will investigate the role of language and social media in
the social transformation we are going to see in the coming years.
I hope that the literature review conducted in this article has
contributed some reflections on pertinent concepts and possible
methodologies, or at least heuristics, for these future studies to
consider.

From the perspective of discourse studies, I have endorsed the
practice of Critical Applied Linguistics (Pennycook, 2001), which
identifies both strengths and weaknesses of current approaches to
discourse and seeks to improve on them by a greater foundation
in critical theory and by a series of paradigmatic characteristics to
problematise practice. Arguments are to be sought in texts, not in
author profiles, so constructing corpora of texts harvested in
“conspiracy theory” or “anti-vaxxer” forums or that consist of
“fake news” means starting from a value position, a truth claim
that can only confirm ideologies we already look for, but hardly
explain their working in society. As Butter and Knight (2016, p.
23) argue, “the aim of producing empirical, value-neutral research
on the phenomenon of ‘conspiracy theory’ is misguided, because
the term itself is not value-neutral”.

Categories such as “class”, “gender”, but also “identity” are
often assumed to “exist prior to language”, to be reflected in
language use, when really they need to be explained themselves,
with language being a part of this explanation (Cameron, 1995, p.
15). Like other conflicts, the polarisation in the wake of the
Covid-19 pandemic has unveiled “the processes of norm-making
and norm-breaking, bringing into the open the arguments that
surround rules […] and how unquestioned (‘conventional’) ways
of behaving are implicitly understood by social actors” (Cameron,
1995, p. 17). It is this kind of processes that should be studied
from a self-reflexive position that is aware of its own subjection to
ideology and power relations.

A promising approach might be found in the Critical Disin-
formation Studies syllabus (Marwick et al., 2021), which argues,
among other things, that fake news do not originate in extre-
mism, but that “strategic disinformation and its cousin ‘propa-
ganda’ are state and media industry practices with very long
histories”, so instead of “plac[ing] the responsibility on indivi-
duals to become better consumers of media”, this approach seeks
to “foreground questions of power, institutions, and economic,
social, cultural, and technological structures as they shape disin-
formation”. Research shows that greater public awareness of how
science communication works increases the acceptance of scien-
tific findings regardless of partisan ideologies (Weisberg et al.,
2021).

The process of knowledge production on social media I envi-
sion in this paper in many ways resembles what is taking place in
climate action and environmentalism (Pérez-González, 2020a).
One might counter that the pandemic response cannot be called a
social movement, but has been more of an emergency response to
a problem that was always short-lived, and much more fast-paced
than climate change, so is not perfectly comparable. But the
knowledge production conducted on social media, and some of
the movements born from this (see Sitrin and Colectiva Sembrar,
2020), provides a blueprint for environmentalism, a social
movement that could benefit from the same kind of knowledge-
practice. Some see the Covid-19 pandemic as a “test run” for the
climate emergency, as there is hope “that the great mobilisations
of state resources currently being unspooled to address Covid-19
prove the possibility of a comparable or greater mobilisation
against ecological catastrophe” (Clover, 2021, p. S28). Never-
theless, the climate emergency has only recently been labelled
thus and its perceived and mediatised urgency does not match

that of Covid-19, though of course its destructive potential is far
greater. The debate on science and knowledge in our societies and
the ways in which these discourses are structured and mediated in
social networks are thus of prime importance.
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