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Abstract
Conspiracy theories have proliferated during the COVID-19 pandemic to provide an explanation for
uncontrollable circumstances. Most conspiratorial explanations often ascribe disease to foreigners or as a
result of deliberate actions. Through mapping retweets that attribute COVID-19 to a bioweapon or a lab in
China, I examine the geography behind a metonymic conspiracy theory.
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We’re not just fighting an epidemic; we’re fighting an

infodemic. Fake news spreads faster and more easily

than this virus, and is just as dangerous. . . .

– Tedros Ghebreyesusm, Director-General of the

World Health Organization (Feb 15, 2020)

Introduction

During the COVID-19 crisis, a social media ‘info-

demic’ has bolstered fears by amplifying misinfor-

mation with misconstrued statistics, conspiracy

theories, rumors, and propaganda. One conspiracy

theory inferred that COVID-19 was created in a lab

in Wuhan, China, and deployed as a bioweapon.

This conspiracy was reproduced in various forms

to invoke a type of spatial metonymy attributing the

virus to China. When combined with skepticism of

the intentions of public officials, and competing

narratives from scientists and media personalities,

the conspiracies grew to share commonalities with

other global epidemics. To understand variances in

the regions where conspiracies reproduce, I mapped

retweets suggesting that the coronavirus (SARS-

CoV-2) escaped from a lab in Wuhan or is a

bioweapon.

Conspiracy theories, COVID-19,
and the infodemic

As the coronavirus took hold in the United States,

patterns of historic epidemics were reproduced on

social media. This included misinformation in the

form of conspiracy theories: ‘factually suspect’

explanations with a ‘sinister objective’ that rely on

fear and anxiety to perpetuate (Stephens et al.,

Forthcoming). The viral video, ‘Plandemic’,
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suggested Dr. Anthony Fauci profited by suppres-

sing information about COVID-19, including that it

was purposefully manipulated by a lab in Wuhan,

China (Enserink and Cohen, 2020). This conspiracy

has taken on many variants from COVID-19 as a

bioweapon, spread through 5G technology, or

intended to cull populations. It has been debated and

discussed in the media and echoed by politicians.

This is problematic because, as Berinsky (2017)

found, even when misinformation is debunked, the

corrections often increase exposure, enhancing

recall and belief. Pennycook et al. (2018) have sug-

gested that repeated exposure to a falsehood

increased the assumption of accuracy. Unsurpris-

ingly, nearly one-third of Americans now believe

a variant of the theory that COVID-19 is an inten-

tional bioweapon (Mitchell and Oliphant, 2020).

Collective anxieties are often expressed through

conspiracy theories. Distrust of public health offi-

cials, unproven remedies, and global elites inten-

tionally spreading disease as a form of population

control or surveillance have been proposed in other

epidemics. In 2014, a Liberian newspaper insinu-

ated that Ebola was a bioweapon deployed by the

US Center for Disease Control as a device for pop-

ulation control (Feuer, 2014). Guinean villages

attempted to block the Red Cross and Doctors With-

out Borders from assisting with Ebola efforts

because villagers perceived the foreign doctors as

being responsible for spreading the virus (Nossiter,

2014). A survey by Vinck et al. (2019) in the Dem-

ocratic Republic of the Congo found 25.5% of

households believed that Ebola did not exist and

32.6% of households believed the virus was fabri-

cated for financial gains.

As viruses, pathogens, and the vectors that trans-

mit disease are not visible, they are often the subject

of conspiracy theories. Cultural narratives reinforce

ideas of who is ‘clean’ or promote ideas that the

disease originated elsewhere and was introduced

by a foreign agent from a ‘dirty’ place with less

‘civilized’ practices. Smith-Morris (2017) has

referred to the stigma associated with originating

from places experiencing an epidemic as ‘epidemio-

logical placism’, and Kotsila and Kallis (2019)

argue that this form of stigma is a part of the ‘racist

biopolitics’ reflected in local fears of foreigners

introducing communicable diseases. Xenophobic

metonymy serves to make mysterious diseases com-

prehensible and possibly controllable (Craddock,

1995). This included a 19th century association of

Chinatown with a smallpox epidemic (Craddock,

1995); framing Chinese immigrants by labeling a

New York City epidemic as ‘Asiatic Cholera’,

rather than identifying environmental problems in

the area (Wetmore, 2020); referring to the 1918 pan-

demic as the ‘Spanish flu’; references to the ‘Mex-

ican flu’ to politicize blame for the 2009 H1N1

outbreak (Sparke and Anguelov, 2012); and, most

recently, labeling COVID-19 as the ‘Wuhan flu’ or

the ‘Chinese Coronavirus’.

Just as disease becomes associated with an

unseen foreign other, so does misinformation. Fol-

lowing the 2016 US Elections, social media became

notorious for disseminating ‘fake news’ created by

Russian trolls. While the Kremlin produced misin-

formation to sow discord, Americans adopted these

disingenuous narratives and collectively contribu-

ted inauthentic content (Stephens et al., Forthcom-

ing). Repurposing conspiracy theories for new

audiences is a way to reinforce suspicion of the

‘other’. Even as Americans become wary of news

on social media, the majority (55%) rely on social

media as a primary source of news (Shearer and

Grieco, 2019).

A geospatial infodemic

Canada is run and owned by royal british crown. It

appears the royal british crown helped plan and fund

this bioweapon made in wuhan china lab. –Captured

Tweet (@qanonpatriot6, April 17, 2020)

There is no singular answer to where misinforma-

tion originates, but it tends to arise when a commu-

nity needs explanations to uncontrollable or

unattributable circumstances (such as an epidemic

or crisis). Social media is a very rough proximation

of beliefs providing georeferenced sentiment con-

necting the virtual and material spaces of an event

(Crampton et al., 2013).

In crisis situations when authoritative sources lack

the ability to respond, crowdsourced social media

data can document the social and spatial dimensions
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Figure 1. A map of LQs for retweets suggesting COVID-19 is a bioweapon (top) and originated in a lab in China
(bottom).

Stephens 3



of the crisis as it occurs (Zook et al., 2010). Given the

accessible nature of Twitter’s API for extracting,

aggregating, and visualizing big data, it is often

endowed with an unearned authority to produce new

knowledges (Elwood and Leszczynski, 2013). This

includes tracking symptoms across space to predict

disease hotspots or improve diagnostics. However,

relying on Twitter to document the lived experience

of a representative sample of the population ignores

the epistemological limitations of the platform

(Crawford and Finn, 2015). Especially during a cri-

sis, Twitter can only reflect the situated geographic

and social practices of the people producing it (Shel-

ton et al., 2014). Along with its other uses, social

media is a conduit for bad actors producing dubious

data intended to deceive, which limits the potential of

relying on Twitter for a semantic understanding of

space (Stephens et al., Forthcoming).

To identify locations with users reproducing con-

spiracy theories, I used the Twitter API1 to intermit-

tently stream 4 weeks (April 10, 2020–May 8, 2020)

of retweets2 associating the virus with a lab in

Wuhan or China, and references to the virus as a

bioweapon. To ensure a more robust and inclusive

sample, I did not limit the search to geocoded

tweets, and instead relied on ambient profile infor-

mation, including the user-generated ‘location’ field

to assign coordinates (as in Graham et al., 2014).

To account for spatial discrepancies on Twitter,

I employed a location quotient (LQ) that measures

the relative share of each region’s conspiracy

retweets compared to the global production of

tweets captured over the same time period (Anselin

and Williams, 2016).3 Figure 1 illustrates the pro-

portion of each conspiracy theory retweeted in each

region compared to other Twitter content. Indonesia

and India reproduced the least of each conspiracy

theory relative to the high volume of their contribu-

tions to Twitter. The US states of Florida, Texas,

and California reproduced the most bioweapon

retweets followed by other US states.

It’s difficult to discern how much regional var-

iances in these retweets can be attributed to collec-

tive anxiety over the impacts of the coronavirus

while recognizing the epistemological limits of

Twitter. Misinformation, in particular, is difficult

to compare across national borders and contexts

where local traditions produce myths and satire for

many benign reasons. Perhaps the discrepancies in

volume are related to different geopolitical

approaches to regulating misinformation. While

Indonesia and India have sanctioned producers of

misinformation and established state monitoring

and penalties for false content, the United States has

reaffirmed that the freedom of speech includes mis-

information (Robinson et al., 2019).

Conclusion

Conspiracy theories can assuage fears among a pop-

ulation by providing a justification for hardships. An

infodemic is especially problematic when it hinders

public health efforts or incites xenophobic violence.

The bioweapon and lab-made conspiracy theories

used metonymy to blame China for the COVID-19

pandemic. Mapping concentrations of this senti-

ment identified that retweets appear to be sup-

pressed in nations with laws restricting the

propagation of false information. Conversely, they

appear more prominently in places where the info-

demic is untamed and politicians and news media

echo online conspiracies (i.e. the United States).

Twitter research cannot identify where misinfor-

mation or diseases originate, but it can trace some

social and spatial dimensions of an infodemic.

Research harnessing social media should consider

the implications of intentionally and unintentionally

produced inauthentic content and its ramifications

on geographic processes. As a crisis unfolds, social

media amplifies local sentiment while serving as a

vehicle that can be exploited by bad actors to create

synthetic support for an idea or to divert attention

away from those in need. Large samples of tweets,

filtered for redundant geo-local sentiment, or agree-

ment across digital platforms, is not a sufficient test

for veracity, as the infodemic is a problem of scale.

Yet as the COVID-19 public health crisis subsides,

misinformation and conspiracy theories will con-

tinue to proliferate.
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Notes

1. I used the RTweet (Kearney, 2018) for data collection,

and ggmap/Google Maps API (Khale and Wickham,

2013) to geocode in R.

2. Initial sample (N ¼ 31,673), cleaned and filtered to

only include retweets with usable locations (N ¼
13,531).

3. Random sample (N ¼ 182,926).
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