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on 5G. In fact, 5G is the main reason my neighbor always 
beat me on FIFA20”; to users rebuking 5G as a cause of 
COVID-19, but pointing to other health implications and 
admitting “those saying No to 5G in Nigeria might have a 

point.” Despite this variation, there was a significant concen-
tration in terms of “what” and “who” dominated these com-
munications (Figure 7). 5G conspiracies in Nigeria were 

Figure 5.  Community networks in South Africa, highlighting only mentions of 5G.

Figure 6.  Interaction networks for 5G conspiracy in South 
Africa.

Figure 7.  Interaction networks for 5G conspiracy in Nigeria.
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more directly shaped by local politics, intersecting with 
debates between government and opposition politicians. 
Within the Twitter communities identified, Femi Fani-
Kayode, @realffk, a former minister and public affairs ana-
lyst produced the most reactions, connecting 5G, COVID-19, 
and anti-Chinese sentiments:

Mr. President, Do NOT allow 5G in Nigeria & if you have 
already done so burn it. Do NOT accept face masks & other 
accessories from the Chinese to help prevent COVID-19. Do 
NOT accept any anti-COVID-19 vaccines from ANYONE. @
realffk 04/04/2020

Fani-Kayode’s comment came on the back of viral social 
media claims that Nigerian President Buhari had accepted 
$1bn from China to install 5G in some parts of the country. 
His tweet amplified an allegation against the President, 
while simultaneously warning the president to not accept 
products from China. Concerns about financial aid from 
China were already circulating among Nigerians, and public 
opinion indicated mixed feelings about Nigeria’s perceived 
overdependence on China’s financial aids, and debt accrued 
from interest free loans and concessional loans under the 
Buhari administration (Kazeem, 2020). Reflecting these 
concerns, while berating the president for not addressing the 
nation since the first COVID-19 case on February 28, Fani-
Kayode tweeted:

not only do you refuse to formally address our people & offer 
them hope on the Covid 19 plague but you have also refused to 
close our borders. Instead you have declared them open to the 
Chinese, Europeans, Iranians, Italians, Americans & all other 
afflicted nations. Shame on you!

5G and COVID-19 were thus incorporated into narratives of 
bad leadership and questionable decision-making processes 
of the Buhari-led government, familiar within wider political 
commentary. Femi-Kayode’s popular tweets helped to drive 
the politicization of 5G conspiracies on Twitter. Questioning 
the extent to which President Buhari valued Nigerians’ lives, 
he tweeted:

If cows had been the ones affected by #coronavirus & were 
dying all over the world Buhari would have done a national 
broadcast by now & told us that what we are facing is the 
greatest tragedy in world history. Which type of leader puts the 
lives of cows before that of human beings?

These tweets compounded upon criticism from early stages 
of the COVID-19 lockdown toward the government’s 
response to COVID-19. Buhari’s strategy was accused of 
being belated, passive and lacking control.

These reactions to and appropriations of claims connect-
ing 5G and COVID-19 in Nigeria point to what we describe 
as an opportunistic use of conspiracy theories. This defies 
the perception of passive audiences being fed false 

information, and brings to light strategies of political actors 
who seize a conspiracy as ammunition in a localized political 
confrontation. New associations are created, specific to the 
Nigerian context. The pre-existing anxiety created by a feel-
ing of overdependence on Chinese debt, for example, is dis-
tinct from more generic anti-Chinese sentiments mapped in 
literature on COVID-19 and social media (Vidgen et  al., 
2020; Ziems et al., 2020). While still carrying racial under-
tones, its roots in structural challenges faced by the country 
allow political entrepreneurs to frame references to China as 
a political issue, rather than personal attacks.

Comparing conversations inspired by the 5G conspiracy 
in South Africa and Nigeria return distinctive images of 
how claims relating 5G and COVID-19 were received and 
used. In South Africa an arguably thinner, and more glob-
ally familiar, version of the conspiracy circulated. It 
revolved around the technology and its potential harmful 
effects, and was appropriated by users apparently discon-
nected from local politics. It pointed to global plots as the 
threat. In Nigeria, while these sentiments were not absent, 
the 5G conspiracy was for the most part inscribed into 
locally rooted contestations about the Nigerian govern-
ment, taken up by opposition politicians to further their 
interests and longer-term agendas.

Plotting against Africa or enriching the cronies: 
Bill Gates conspiracies in South Africa and 
Nigeria

The Gates conspiracy—or conspiracies, as a variety of inten-
tions and meanings were attributed to the figure of Bill 
Gates—produced yet another distinctive pattern of responses 
in South Africa and Nigeria. Similar to 5G, globally, the fig-
ure of Bill Gates has become a focal point in conspiracies 
about the origins, spread and vaccination program of 
COVID-19. Conspiracies have speculated Gates was part of 
an elaborate plan to create the pandemic and/or that he aimed 
to use a vaccination program for ulterior motivations includ-
ing personal profit, control through tracking people, and an 
intention to eliminate proportions of the global population. 
In Nigeria and South Africa, conspiracies about Bill Gates 
displayed significant differences with how the 5G conspir-
acy was received in the two countries, especially in South 
Africa, but also some continuities. Global and local factors 
informed people’s engagement with conspiracies in both 
familiar and new ways (Figures 8 and 9).

In South Africa, conspiracies alleging Bill Gates’ involve-
ment in the spread of COVID-19 and interests in the produc-
tion of a vaccine were not only the most popular, but 
intersected with powerful and deep-rooted feelings of resent-
ment toward the West meddling in African affairs. They pro-
duced heated exchanges within a densely knit network of 
users (Figure 10), mutually reinforcing one another’s views 
and racing to add new details to showcase Gates’ influence 
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Figure 8.  Community networks in South Africa, highlighting only mentions of Bill Gates.

Figure 9.  Community networks in Nigeria, highlighting only mentions of Bill Gates.
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and hidden agenda. Tweets evoked a series of interrelated 
tropes, from disdain for “white saviors,” to shady plans to 
depopulate Africa, to the use of new tech to control African 
citizens. In some of the most popular posts, Gates is accused 
of being a “white supremacist” with a “Jesus complex,” incit-
ing users to “keep him out” of Africa. His philanthropic 
agenda is strongly challenged, citing his interest to “test his 
vaccines in poor communities” or treat African citizens as 
“lab rats.” Concerns expressed by institutions like the WHO 
that poorer countries may not benefit in a timely fashion from 
new vaccines are turned on their head, claiming “Bill Gates 
must vaccinate his children and Americans first,” or should 
“force his vaccine onto Europe, and not onto us.” Gates’ leg-
acy in tech and interests in health are used to advance even 
more sinister plots, propagating globally circulating allega-
tions that suggest Gates is “developing chips that can show if 
a person has been vaccinated for Corona, which will dissolve 
under the skin, leaving quantum dots for identification.” 
Vaccines are framed as a vehicle for “mass surveillance,” sug-
gesting they can contain “nano particles” that will give 
“unmatched power” to “governments and tech billionaires.”

Suspicion toward Gates often extends to larger plots by 
the West, America, or the 1%, claiming “the West is exag-
gerating COVID-19 trying to convince Africa to take Bill 
Gates vaccine,” or citing David Icke’s claims that COVID-19 
is part of “a plan by 1% rich to control the world.” Resistance 
toward the West and Western interests also takes the shape of 
exhortations to develop new types of alliances, suggesting, 
for example, that “if Africans are to be vaccinated, vaccines 
should come from Cuba and Russia, countries that supported 

our struggle for liberation, and not Americans with a nefari-
ous agenda to destroy Africans.” Users within the network 
tend not only to be suspicious of new vaccines to combat 
COVID-19, but also share a larger anti-vaxx agenda. Claims 
go from refusals to “do western meds” and turn to tradi-
tional cures instead (e.g., “Moringa,” “Madagascar Covid 
Organic cure”) to accusations that vaccines are part of a 
plot to “depopulate Africa” and make “people infertile.” 
Kissinger’s Memorandum 200—a declassified report by 
the United States National Security Council framing popu-
lation growth in least developed countries as a threat to US 
national security and suggesting population control mea-
sures—was summoned by an account later suspended by 
Twitter to assert vaccines are part of a “genocidal” plan to 
“curtail Africa’s population.”

As this corpus of reactions suggests, differently from 5G, 
the figure of Bill Gates provoked a more emotive response 
among South African users. The impassioned, often angry, 
responses evoked by Gates in portions of the South African 
Twittersphere share what can be referred to as an existential 
appropriation of the conspiracy. Bill Gates almost ceases to 
be a specific person and becomes what can be recognized, 
with Laclau, as an “empty signifier,” erased in its particular-
ity to represent a much larger system. By doing so, attacks on 
Gates, perceived negatively as the other, allow for the cre-
ation of an intra-group solidarity and a sense of shared mean-
ing defined by difference and opposition. Articulations of the 
conspiracy that resonate with versions circulated globally—
that is, references to nano particles and chips—appear in the 
tweets, indicating universalized claims and local realities can 
indeed coexist. But even here, where global articulations of 
Gates conspiracies resonate, they take on original meanings. 
Tweets associate global articulations with elements of a nar-
rative that is specific to South Africa and to Africa. This turns 
a more generic fear of mass surveillance into a more sinister 
attempt to depopulate the continent.

Similar to the 5G conspiracy in Nigeria, South African politi-
cal leaders are dragged into conversations about Gates and 
COVID-19. However, in South Africa, the Bill Gates conspir-
acy is not used by opposition figures to cast a negative light on 
the government and reap political gains—as seen in Nigeria. 
Allegations of shady connections between Gates and the 
South African President or the ruling party come from either 
ordinary users or influencers with no formal links with politi-
cal parties. This points to a more generic sense of mistrust 
toward those in power. Current South African President Cyril 
Ramaphosa is called “one big fool” for letting Bill Gates test 
his “vaccine during #SouthAfricaLockdown,” or, worse, is 
said to have refused to “implement early measures in agree-
ment with Bill Gates to get as many infected and then sell the 
vaccine.” Some users attack the ANC, South Africa’s ruling 
party, posting they “did not vote it into power to have American 
citizens dictate to us” and praised the leadership of former presi-
dent Jacob Zuma, as he “never sucked up to the West and gam-
bled with African lives for money” (Figure 11).

Figure 10.  Interaction networks for Bill Gates conspiracy in 
South Africa.
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In Nigeria, Gates conspiracies shared some of the anti-
western sentiment visible in South Africa, alongside the 
opportunistic use of the conspiracy observed around 5G. 
Two narratives coexisted and connected, one denouncing an 
alleged attack on Africans by Gates and the West, the other 
pinpointing the Nigerian government as the problem. Similar 
to South Africa, the “Gates vaccine” was described as “lethal 
and toxic to depopulate Africa.” However, different from 
South Africa, users tended to focus on specific policies, deals 
and alleged corruption cases, denounced for their likelihood 
to benefit or enrich the few.

The “Control of Infectious Diseases bill,” discussed in 
the Nigerian parliament at the onset of the pandemic and 
ultimately rejected by opposition legislators, was labeled 
the “foreign-sponsored bill,” citing an “intercepted human 
intelligence report” and alleging the House leadership was 
offered a US$10 million bribe by Gates “for the speedy 
passage of a forced vaccination program for COVID-19.” 
Some politicians went on to demand Gates’ arrest for 
“crimes against humanity.” Anti-western sentiments 
creeped into the narratives, with questions about “an 
unknown experimental drug allegedly being injected into 
people,” referring to media reports of the commencement 
of clinical vaccine trials in Nigeria. The Bill produced 
heated exchanges among a polarized public with users 
amplifying messages that resonated with their preferred 
political party, some calling on the government to “return 
the billions of dollars collected,” and others praising its 
early attempts to explore a vaccination strategy, praying 
“the vaccine works.”

As observed for the 5G conspiracy, Nigerian users dis-
cussing Bill Gates expressed suspicion toward the govern-
ment’s handling of the pandemic, as it affects finances, 
treatment, and equipment. When COVID-19 aid donations 
were moved from Lagos to Abuja, and the IMF approved 
US$3.4 billion emergency fund to support the oil-dependent 
nation’s efforts to limit the pandemic amid sharply falling oil 
prices, the concern was “it’s never going to be about the 
everyday Nigerian.” Citizens feared the ruling class could 
hoard test kits, ventilators and other equipment, and loot 
financial aid. Some users twisted the January 2019 US75 
million Incentive Financing fund from the Gates Foundation, 
meant to strengthen routine immunization and broaden pri-
mary health care services in Nigeria, to deceive unsuspecting 
users. This earlier disbursement of aid was presented as a 
reason that the NCDC and APC government could not reject 
COVID-19 vaccine trials in the country.

Melinda Gates was also brought into the conversation, 
when she issued a statement predicting COVID-19 doom for 
Northern Nigeria. Her statement that the region “remains 
high risk for COVID-19” due to extreme poverty and illiter-
acy was termed a negative “prophecy,” and attracted remarks 
combining local concerns with poverty and poor health ser-
vices with concerns about a global, anti-African threat. A 
user referred to Melinda Gates as “Queen of Narnia” and an 
“advocate of world depopulation.” Others seemed to come to 
her defense, pointing to how she “was talking about how low 
medical facilities will affect Africa, you people are saying 
she is wicked and wants bad for Africa.” Nigeria had one of 
the lowest number of tests carried out in Africa per 1 million 
citizens. “We have not enough ventilators if they are needed, 
we can only hope this doesn’t get bad,” another tweet read.

More so than with the 5G conspiracy, the global and 
national dimensions of Gates conspiracies intertwined in 
Nigeria, revealing some similar narratives to South Africa’s 
Twittersphere. Yet, while generalized narratives took hold in 
both countries, why and how they did so reflect variation in 
users’ responses given their political contexts and frames of 
reference. In Nigeria, Gates became caught up in concerns 
over domestic political legislation, service delivery, and cor-
ruption. In South Africa, more existential concerns about 
Western disinterest and even malevolence toward the African 
continent circulated.

Conclusion: Incorporating Agency 
and Context Into Responses to the 
Infodemic

The growing body of research on the “infodemic” that has 
mirrored the viral pandemic has reflected a tendency to “get 
something done” in the face of potentially harmful repercus-
sions. This has led to a burst of methodological innovation, 
especially in computational methods. Yet, the urgency to 
explain and propose solutions to combat the infodemic has 
ended up reproducing dominant ways of approaching 

Figure 11.  Interaction networks for Bill Gates conspiracy in 
Nigeria.
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conspiracies. In this article, we identified and confronted 
three limitations in scholarship on conspiracies and social 
media: a tendency to look at conspiracies through the lens of 
falsehood versus fact; a view that reproduces a center/periph-
ery dichotomy; and a reliance on datasets that risk fueling a 
sense of a moral panic. The research strategy we adopted to 
respond to these challenges, and the findings from our analy-
sis, contribute empirically and conceptually to debates on the 
COVID-19 infodemic and related forms of communication.

Empirically, by comparing 5G and Gates conspiracies in 
Nigeria and South Africa, and engaging with substantive 
claims made by users—rather than flagging posts along a 
continuum of credibility divorced from context—this article 
showed how elements characterizing each conspiracy inter-
acted with discourses and political projects distinct to online 
sub-communities in each country. In Nigeria, both conspira-
cies were transformed into what we have called in this article 
an opportunistic response to debates on government corrup-
tion and the political opposition to it. 5G conspiracies were 
taken up by opposition politicians as justification of the gov-
ernment’s ill-will to citizens, compounding upon stories of 
other forms of negligence in the government COVID-19 
response. In South Africa, in contrast, while the 5G conspir-
acy produced limited reactions, of a kind that marginally 
intersected with local political debates, the Gates conspiracy 
triggered what we referred to as an existential response, 
whereby debates were articulated in the broader suspicion of 
foreign or Western interference into African affairs and the 
need for more locally-grounded narratives and frameworks 
of knowledge. Opportunistic and existential should be con-
sidered neither as typologies that uniquely pertain to the 
cases of Nigeria and South Africa—they can be extended to 
describe similar uses and responses in other socio-political 
contexts; nor as templates that can apply to any context. 
Instead, we consider the patterns through which conspiracies 
gained meaning in the two countries as different conditions 
of possibility for digital engagement. The Nigerian case 
shows how these different conditions of possibility could co-
exist, with opportunistic and existential tendencies evident in 
popular narratives about Bill Gates. The two broad tenden-
cies through which the conspiracies gained traction within 
these country-contexts indicates different entry points from 
which to interrogate social media content within socio-polit-
ical realities.

This comparison gives way to some wider implications 
about how and why conspiracies around a crisis take hold. In 
Nigeria, distinctive qualities of each conspiracy appeared to 
matter less than the opportunity they offered to direct criti-
cism to the government from yet another front. In South 
Africa, the ability of each conspiracy to resonate with, and 
allow for an amplification of discourses already circulating 
within communities, seemed to carry more weight. In both 
cases, what could be done with the conspiracies, rather than 
an uncritical acceptance of a conspiracy’s claims, was essen-
tial in shaping communications. This rootedness in localized 

socio-political realities does not mean, however, that the 5G 
and Gates conspiracies lost their qualities of transnational 
phenomena. As our analysis illustrates, traits characterizing 
these conspiracies across countries co-existed and overlapped 
with more localized arguments. They were either embraced 
by users seemingly more connected with transnational net-
works and interested in globally relevant claims (e.g., 5G as a 
health hazard), or as embedded in larger discourses that, as a 
whole, advanced arguments of national or regional relevance 
(e.g., nanoparticles hidden in vaccines as a threat not only for 
surveilling individuals globally, but, in the case of Africa, to 
advance a plan to depopulate the continent).

Our findings offer an opportunity to formulate new ques-
tions and hypotheses to explore how conspiracies morph as 
they intersect with socio-political realities. This perspective 
is less concerned with detecting whether, and to which 
extent, the same hashtags or keywords are present at differ-
ent locations and whether the posts containing them carry 
elements allowing to rank their credibility. It can be of greater 
help, instead, to explore how different users or communities 
relate to specific conspiracies and how they connect the 
claims characterizing these conspiracies with other narra-
tives at a local and/or global level. In combination with other, 
more distinctly ethnographic forms of inquiry, such a per-
spective can also help to explain why different users or com-
munities attach importance to specific conspiracies and what 
consequences this may have.

At a more conceptual level, we distanced ourselves from 
the often presupposed, but rarely fully articulated, theoriza-
tion of the online public sphere as a space from which it is 
possible—or at least desirable—to purge impurities or false-
hoods as negative externalities that are opposed to some 
authentic or truthful state of affairs. The decision to dial 
down the impulse to distinguish between truth and false-
hood, and engage with a variety of claims surrounding the 
conspiracies, allowed us to highlight some important short-
comings and contradictions in research focused on detecting 
false messages or sources with low credibility. Can criticisms 
of Western historical interference in South African affairs or 
criticisms of corrupt government practices in Nigeria—even 
if they, on the surface, piggyback global conspiratorial narra-
tives—be simply dismissed as false? Or are the categories 
themselves fuzzier and more difficult to define?

These more nuanced observations of conspiracies in con-
text provide a foundation for designing campaigns oriented 
toward building public trust around COVID-19 responses. 
Looking forward to the COVID-19 pandemic, vaccination 
campaigns are emerging as a new front in the COVID-19 
infodemic, playing off uncertainties about their efficacy, side 
effects and associated interests. Vaccine hesitancy is a chal-
lenge globally, including in Africa. In early 2021, polls in 
South Africa indicated that half of the population would 
refuse the vaccine (Cocks, 2021), with similar levels of vac-
cine hesitancy found in a poll by the National Primary 
Healthcare Development Agency in Nigeria (Usigbe, 2021). 
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By interrogating the narratives that accompany vaccine hesi-
tancy in context, we suggest the potential to structure cam-
paigns that target what people actually do with conspiracies, 
as opposed to relaying factual information that fails to 
account for the diverse uses of conspiracies in practice and 
the meanings they hold for those who engage with them.
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