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Abstract

Globally, the COVID-19 pandemic has not only revealed medical disparities between countries
in terms of access to vaccines but has also unveiled huge rifts in knowledge and information flow
regarding the pandemic and vaccination amongst the general public. With this in view, we will
interrogate how grassroot communicators and social networking sites have worked alongside
each other to disseminate information about the pandemic that counters the narratives provid-
ed by the state. As scholars of rhetoric, we intend to trace the ways in which professional com-
munication and state disinformation produce information vacuums amongst citizens while also
illuminating how localized resistance and social justice activism taking place through coalition
building on social media, can disrupt and dismantle deficiency narratives and furthermore pro-
vide grassroot material support to those in dire need. In other words, drawing upon Ding’s Crit-
ical Contextualized Methodology, the proposed chapter will present a case study on Nepal by
incorporating the petite narratives--after Lyotard--of “non-western cultural actors” (Ding, 2014,
p. 30) in order to study the process and impact of alternative information flows during the time
of risk and disaster, especially during the ongoing global pandemic.
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Introduction

In a world capsized by the COVID-19 pandemic, the development and distribution of COVID-19
vaccines as early as December 2020 brought a shimmer of hope that we could return to normal.
Unlike in natural disasters where the immediate aftermath necessitates regional and local re-
sponses, the pandemic had an unprecedented global effect. Citizens worldwide realized the need
for effective leadership and governance for public health and information justice. Not only did
the pandemic expose the fragility of nation-state governments, but it also exposed the World
Health Organization’s (WHO) lack of “preparedness and response” (Velasquez, 2021, p. 2) to
the pandemic. The pandemic generated a sense of urgency to create a united global response to
disaster and build collective public health measures that would mitigate the harm caused by the
pandemic. While national governments’ reactions to the pandemic “have been based on impro-
visation” (de Soto, 2021, p. 2), collective actions taking place locally at the community level also
began to sprout up to provide resources during the pandemic. Local responses to the pandemic
were critical when bureaucratic labyrinths and geopolitical relations created delays in deliver-
ing timely responses—including providing accurate information in real-time. In crises, access to
an authentic and timely flow of information to the public becomes crucial in “shaping people’s
behavior in emergency situations” (Abbas, 2021, p. 551). This was highlighted during the pan-
demic when the United Nations argued that the pandemic was “accompanied by an ‘infodemic,’
which has created mistrust, stigmatization and increased the spread of misinformation” (United
Nations Office, 2020). When most of the globe went into lockdown, online social media platforms
provided space for community members to assemble and utilize communication tactics to ad-
dress the vacuum of information and resources.

By drawing on two distinct examples from Nepal, this article demonstrates how online com-
munity members assembled to form a coalition to deliver timely information about resources.
Written during the winter of 2021, after vaccine rollouts’, we also explore various strategies grass-
roots communicators have adopted to mitigate the challenges posed by pandemic and vaccine
injustice, specifically in Nepal. This article will begin by analyzing how global political power
remains under the influence and control of a few Western players who put forth deficiency nar-
ratives against non-Western cultures, referring to them as “incapable” of taking charge in a crisis.
We first explain how Western countries create vaccine scarcity through claims about Intellectual
Property Rights (IPRs) to contextualize that the disasters grassroots communicators are respond-
ing to are man-made. We then use data from newspaper articles and social media platforms to
weave stories about pockets of resistance born out of grassroots communities to tackle Nepal’s
global pandemic and infodemic. Our analysis of this data is not systematic or generalizable; we
want to be clear that this is not a case study but rather a collection of different examples that we
have compiled to trace the influence of social media on disaster response undertaken by grass-
roots communicators. This article highlights the necessity of examining social media tools” agen-
tic possibilities to construct and shape disaster responses alongside grassroots communicators
and offers alternative avenues for community-oriented resistance and collaboration.

! As we were finishing this piece, the Omicron COVID-19 variant exploded around the world invigorating calls to
remove intellectual property rights on vaccine know-how blueprints. COVID-19 variants, and recurring COVID-19
surge outbreaks speak to the necessity of ending TRIPs (Trade Related Intellectual Property Rights) agreements
around life-saving medicines and the importance of recognizing the neoliberal and capitalistic ideological under-
pinnings of risk and professional communication during a global pandemic. The first wave of COVID-19 occurred
in March 2020 during the first round of global lockdowns. The April 2021 delta variant of COVID-19 constituted the
second wave of COVID-19 and lockdowns across the world. The third wave occurred when the Omicron COVID-19
variant in November and January of 2021-2022 caused a spike in cases globally. As we finish revising this article, we
are experiencing an apparent fourth wave of COVID-19 cases spiking around the world.
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With this in view, we not only explore the effects of the politics of IPRs and patent rights of
COVID-19 life-saving vaccines but also rhetorically analyze the stance of Bill Gates. His octo-
pus-like tentacles’ grip on Western countries’ institutions continues to pose challenges for ac-
quiring vaccine justice, especially in the developing world. In addition to addressing social jus-
tice approaches to technical communication (Walton, Moore, Jones, 2019; Walton and Agboka,
2021), we interrogate transnational grassroots online communication to underscore the necessity
of further study in technical and professional communication (TPC) of transnational rhetorics
in a globalized world to better realize the differences between social justice rhetoric from the
ground-up and the intentional circulation of myths that reinforce colonial tropes about racial
“Others.” Specifically, we discuss Nepali citizens’ use of Twitter and Viber to obtain and allocate
COVID-19 resources as an example of immaterial labor in the face of circulating deficiency nar-
ratives about knowledge production in non-Western countries. We propose that analyzing sites
of immaterial labor located in non-Western countries—in this case, Nepal—can teach the TPC field
additional approaches for utilizing a social justice? framework as well as demonstrate grassroots
and crowdsourced resistance to deficiency narratives created by the West about the ineptitude of
non-Western countries to combat the virus.

Bill Gates’ Rhetoric

In April 2021, while the second wave of COVID-19 cases in India stunned the world, Bill Gates—
the co-chair and trustee of the Gates Foundation, which has invested in the research and devel-
opment of the COVID-19 vaccine—was asked if he was up for removing intellectual property
rights (IPRs) restrictions on COVID-19 vaccines in order to increase production and access to the
vaccine outside the US and the EU. In response to this question, during an interview with Sky
News (2021), Bill Gates replied that he did not support sharing vaccine development blueprints
with other countries. To explain his reasoning, Gates said, “Well, there’s only so many vaccine
factories in the world, and people are very serious about the safety of vaccines. And so moving
something that had never been done—moving a vaccine, say, from a [Johnson & Johnson] factory
into a factory in India—it’s novel —it’s only because of our grants and expertise that can happen
at all” (Sky News, 2021). Gates’ rhetoric reflects larger claims about non-Western knowledge pro-
duction and intellectual property. Gates” claim positions safe vaccines as antithetical to vaccine
production in India, with the presumed assumption being, by extension, most non-Western coun-
tries. Gates” attempt at pointing to the novelty of expanding the development of the Johnson and
Johnson vaccine from factories in America to factories in India is not only false, but it also works
rhetorically to question progress, development, and knowledge production in India and again,
by extension non-Western countries. In other words, Gates’ rhetoric perpetuates deficiency narra-
tives about non-Western countries (Agboka, 2012; Ding and Savage, 2013; Sun, 2012).

Bill Gates” assertion that the non-West is “incapable” of manufacturing vaccines describes
them as the racialized “Other” in a manner that claims not only Gates” authority over them but
also delegitimizes their resources claiming that a paternal presence/guidance is needed to rescue
them, giving credence to exceptionalist arguments about Western countries and Western knowl-
edge production. As a form of epistemic violence (Spivak, 2003), Gates’ rhetorical maneuvers
reconjure tropes about the racialized “Other” and knowledge production in non-Western coun-
tries. Edward Said (1978) describes this reconjuring in terms of Orientalism and The Orient. Homi

2We use plural forms of social justice to include vaccine justice, information justice, medical and health-care justice,
food justice and many more.
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Bhabha (1985) critiques how Western knowledge functions as a signifier of authority that rein-
scribes colonial differences and power hierarchies through archaic images or identity associations.
It is critical to grapple with how Gates positions American private corporations as exceptional
compared to non-Western countries and corporations to understand the colonial legacies that
influence contemporary professional communication that function as a form of disinformation.

Resonances about non-Western countries that paint them as barbaric and primitive are heard
strongly, and they shape and orient how human beings perceive their position in the world, distin-
guish other human beings’ position in the world, and the position of the nation-state in the world.
These sentiments function as ideoscapes (Apparadurai, 1990) that create social narratives about
development and progress in non-Western countries through the rhetoric of American exception-
alism; they are also observed in the rhetoric of “saving” Islamic women from Muslim men—Ilike
Spivak once poignantly presented as “white men are saving brown women from brown men”
(p. 93)—and in the rhetoric of vaccine development. Ideoscapes are “concatenations of images...
directly political and frequently have to do with the ideologies of states and the counter-ideolo-
gies of movements...composed of elements of the Enlightenment worldview” (Appadurai, 1990,
p. 331). These narratives about progress and development, heroism, safety, and knowledge all
rely on deeply racialized discourses that uphold the capitalist system. They are carried through
time and space to reinforce ideas about the “Other,” to continually reinforce Western countries’
exceptionalism and intellect.

If Gates can continue to push the untrue belief that countries in the non-West are incapa-
ble of producing their own knowledge or contributing to the scientific community while per-
formatively arguing-as a philanthropist—for vaccine equity, Gates can defend his wealth, which
he accumulates through intellectual property while gaining cultural wealth through his ability
to position himself as a philanthropist. This is critical for discerning how neoliberal ideologies
about the free marketplace that underpin patent agreements like TRIPs create the conditions for
vaccine inequities. The same patent agreements that allowed Gates to trademark the computer
software that Gates’ empire was built on are the same patent agreements that “bar African gov-
ernments from buying AIDs, malaria, and tuberculosis medicine at cheap market prices” (Ahn
quoting Palast, 2017, p. 72). Gates uses these patent agreement arguments to build wealth off of
computer software. Then, in turn, when those patent agreements cause inequities in other parts
of the world, Gates can donate to mitigating the inequities he directly contributes to producing®
through the organizations he invests in.

Assetization and Intellectual Property Rights

Gates uses IPRs to situate intellectual property as an element of assetization. Specifically, he uses
intellectual property to justify why vaccine know-how cannot be provided to individual coun-
tries and companies in the developing world. As discussed above, this justification only convinc-
es others that intellectual property may be a legitimate barrier to vaccine justice because of under-
lying assumptions about non-Western knowledge. As vaccines were developed, the underlying
belief was that global citizens would have equal access to vaccination regardless of the sites and
sources of their production. However, in an era featuring an economy tarnished by the pandemic,
the production of the vaccine emerged as a hot new market product with high global demand.
The capitalistic urge to exploit life-saving vaccines by turning them into assets combined with

*For more on this, please see Didier Fassin’s “Humanitarianism as a Politics of Life” and Linsey McGoey’s No Such
Thing as a Free Gift: The Gates Foundation and The Price of Philanthropy.
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TRIPs trade agreements resulted in blocked vaccine distribution to non-Western countries and
the hoarding of vaccine doses by the West.

Things become assets when they are in demand and producers/manufacturers have a mo-
nopoly in the market or are protected by a patent and IPRs; “knowledge, creative, or data assets
(e.g., intellectual property rights or IPRs) have been legally instituted to give owners both exclu-
sion rights to the use of the asset itself and to the use of any copies derived from the asset” (Birch
& Muniesa, 2020, p. 17). Assetization becomes “something whose control” may warrant “future
economic benefits” (Birch & Muniesa, 2020). Thus, access to the vaccine and its IPR/blueprint
holds much power over those also interested in producing the vaccines in other parts of the
world. This process of assetization does not exist in a vacuum. It entails analysis of “cultural met-
aphors and political-economic trends” (Birch & Muniesa, 2020, p. 18), as well as the development
of techno-industries and advancements made by technocrats such as Bill Gates” contributions to
tields like biomedicine. An understanding of IPRs and assetization as a way of producing a mono-
culture of knowledge speaks to neoliberal ideologies like hyper-individualism and the necessity
of a free market (Shiva, 2001). These ideologies operate as ideoscapes that frame how Western
citizens understand the primacy and necessity of IPRs, informing why Gates’ justifications for
withholding IPRs work effectively. These neoliberal ideoscapes affirm colonial legacies and argue
for a hyper-individualistic worldview asserted through calls for intellectual property protection,
recalling tropes of the solitary genius and narratives about American paternalism (Holmes, 2010).

Up to this point, we have recognized that deficiency narratives (Ding, 2020), like the one ar-
ticulated above in our analysis of Bill Gates’ rhetoric, limit attempts for transnational responses
to global issues through policies like the TRIPS agreement that bears material consequences for
human bodies. These material consequences include manufactured vaccine scarcity that puts mil-
lions of people’s lives at risk of exposure to a deadly virus. Given COVID-19’s material impact on
the body, we stress the importance of a materialist approach to analyzing the immaterial labor
produced by grassroots communicators during the pandemic. Moreover, we emphasize the ne-
cessity of countering deficiency narratives through alternative/unofficial narratives that highlight
local resistance movements and responses to neoliberal capitalism. As technical and professional
communication has become increasingly concerned with social justice-oriented rhetorics (Wal-
ton, 2016; Sun, 2020; Rose and Walton, 2015), our article maintains that a social justice-oriented
approach to TPC research is necessary and pertinent. Taking this point further, we highlight the
necessity of examining grassroots communication, community-oriented mutual aid, and local re-
sistance and response to disasters, especially given the increasing failure of the state and govern-
mental agencies to respond effectively and efficiently to disasters. Examining disaster responses
on social media offers a generative site of analysis to understand how social media networks
enable participants to communicate and collaborate quickly during disasters and crises through
a network of various social media tools.

Research Design and Methodology

Taking up Ding’s (2014) critical contextualized methodology, we explore tipping points during
the COVID-19 pandemic to discern the petite narratives (or subjugated knowledge) that emerge
to counter the grand narratives or ideologies propagated by Western countries. We analyze these
specific tipping points to better comprehend risk communication and responses to the global
pandemic in non-Western countries, especially as they function in direct response to deficiency
narratives propagated by Western mediascapes and ideoscapes (Appadurai, 1990). Like Ding, we
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insist on the importance of looking into alternative/unofficial narratives to explore global events
and transnational communication among grassroots communicators. Ding (2014) writes,

Critical contextualized methodology gives equal voice to Western and non-Western
countries through the acknowledgment of the multifaceted, complicated, and interac-
tive nature of global events. In addition, it promotes a multivocal listening game, as
advocated by Michel Foucault and Jean-Frangois Lyotard, and pays as much attention
to petite narratives and subjugated knowledge as to grand narratives. (p. 30)

With this in view, we used the critical contextualized methodology to identify and examine
how grassroots communicators used social media networks and texting apps to gather material
supplies and resources. We located two tipping points based on the time-space axis and key play-
ers we identified (Ding, 2014). The first tipping point occurred on April 25, 2021, when Bill Gates
interviewed with Sky News, arguing that changing IPR law would not help increase vaccine ac-
cess across the world. The second tipping point began on April 29, 2021, when the second round
of lockdowns began in Nepal during the Delta variant surge. These tipping points were identified
after examining various other key players simultaneously involved in discussions around vaccine
justice and COVID-19 in non-Western countries, including the Biden administration, COVAX,
Nepali media organizations, the WTO, and signatories of the “TRIPS COVID-19 Solution” pre-
sented to the WTO by the South African and Indian government. We also considered various
events taking place during the second round of COVID-19 lockdowns due to the variant, includ-
ing discussions about TRIPs, the safety of vaccines like AstraZeneca and Johnson and Johnson,
and vaccine hoarding and access. These conversations and discussions were collected from vari-
ous sources, news media, and social media sites. Table 1 provides a few examples of key players
we identified during the second round of lockdown.

Table 1. Contextualizing Our Tipping Points

Levels Key Players and Actions Spatial Axis Temporal Axis

National U.S.: Biden Administration announces North America Late April 2021
Americans have received 200 million vac-
cines

International Bill Gates opposes sharing IPRs Global Late April 2021
National Nepal: Nationwide Second Lockdown Regional Late April 2021
National Nepal: Social Media Grassroot risk commu- | Regional/Transnational

nication
International WTO: revised TRIPs waiver originally Global Late May 2021

presented to WTO by the South African
and Indian government and later signed by
other governments

Moving beyond an overview of the key players involved in the event and an analysis of time-
space axis, Ding (2014) argues for the importance of studies that “examine not only key texts
and local contexts of events but also the ways primary actors negotiate with one another to solve
problems” (p. 41). With this in mind, we moved to answer the following questions:

e “How did the key players interact with one another? Through what means? What media?”
(Ding, 2014, p. 38).
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Figure 3. A Twitter user—grassroot risk communicator-announces the creation of
Viber group chat: “COVID-19 Emergency” on April 29, 2021, to help the public with
accessing information about medical supply.

Figure 4. The same Twitter user, as shown in Figure 3, shares on May 28, 2021, that
after a month of creating the group chat, it has garnered 21,000 member participants.
The figure also shows that the group chat now has a blue check, which means it is a

verified account by Viber. Verification gives more authenticity and amasses public
trust.
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Figure 5. On May 7, 2021, COVID Alliance for Nepal tweets that the U.S. Embassy
Nepal has conveyed the group’s request to the decision-makers in Washington, D.C.,
for providing vaccines in Nepal.

Figure 6. A Twitter user shares that they are creating a support platform called
COVID Connect Nepal and asks the public to join the community if they need assis-
tance seeking medical information.
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Figure 7. Karan Menon tweets his TikTok in which the creator through his skit show-
cases how the global leaders are creating vaccine apartheid in the world.
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