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Anti-vaccination and COVID-19 Scepticism
on Greek-speaking Social Media: A Form
of Far-right Propaganda

Nikos Smyrnaios, Charis Papaevangelon,

and Panos Tsimpoukis

Abstract This study delves into the COVID-19 vaccination debate on
Greek-speaking social media platforms, set against the backdrop of the
coronavirus pandemic. It focuses on how digital spaces have become are-
nas for counter-hegemonic discourses. The research employs quantitative
and qualitative methods to analyze content from Twitter, Facebook, and
YouTube, identifying user groups engaged in anti-vaccination or
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vaccine-sceptic rhetoric. While direct socio-economic data on the partici-
pants is not accessible, the analysis of discourse offers insights into the
underlying class structures influencing vaccination opinions. Additionally,
the study examines unique ideological blends in Greek society, encom-
passing far-right nationalism, religiosity, and anti-scientism. These ele-
ments fuel vaccine hesitancy and are exploited by various actors for
political, ideological, or financial gains. The research explores how social
class affiliations and ideological factors shape public attitudes towards vac-
cination in Greece, contributing to the broader understanding of how
digital public spheres reflect and mediate socio-political tensions in times
of crisis.

INTRODUCTION

The coronavirus pandemic became the subject of unprecedented media
coverage and a source of intense international public debate. One of the
characteristics of this period was the intensive use of the internet.
Nowadays, to a large extent, citizens are communicating, informing, and
expressing themselves en masse through digital channels. Compared to
legacy media, the internet is a more open arena for the expression of con-
flicting ideas in which one can find rumours, organized misinformation
attempts, political propaganda, but also in-depth opinions and arguments
that oppose the established order and the dominant ideology. In other
words, the internet and popular social media are predominantly arenas in
which counter-hegemonic discourse is developed, often inspired by ideals,
such as democracy and social justice.

Indeed, this digital public space, with its own socio-technical and eco-
nomic characteristics, constitutes a vast arena in which the hierarchizing
and framing of political facts are played out, and in which our representa-
tion of the world and the issues that run through it are formed (Rochira
et al. 2020). Public expression and the circulation of ideas are thus medi-
ated by complex technical devices, most often controlled by global private
digital platforms with powerful economic interests (Smyrnaios 2018). The
pandemic crisis accentuated this phenomenon, which can be described as
a form of a “new structural transformation of the public sphere” (Seeliger
and Sevignani 2022). This transformation is taking place in a specific his-
torical context that influences the concrete realization of its potential. This
context is characterized by a fourfold crisis, impacting the socio-economic,
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ecological, technological, and political nature of liberal democracies in
advanced capitalism.

At the socio-economic level, after three decades of undivided rule, neo-
liberal capitalism entered a period of severe turbulence since the financial
crisis of 2008. The last decade has thus exacerbated tensions that have
accumulated since the early 1980s and are linked to the transformation of
the economy through the implementation of deregulation policies, the
commodification of social activities that were previously outside the mar-
ket, and the increasing precarization and flexibilization of work. These
transformations are accompanied by the deepening of inequalities and the
ever-greater accumulation of wealth by a small minority of individuals, a
process that has been accelerated radically in recent years.

Indeed, since the beginning of the 1980s we have observed an increas-
ingly unequal distribution of the value produced between the owners of
capital and the workers: while productivity is steadily increasing and there
is intensified competition in the labour market, wages are stagnating and
the return on capital is growing. Moreover, new management practices
and the generalization of the most sophisticated forms of exploitation of
“human capital” put the physical and mental health of hundreds of mil-
lions of workers around the world at risk of sacrifice on the altar of profit.

At the same time, this radicalization of the capitalist paradigm govern-
ing the organization of society over the past forty years has led to the
accelerated destruction of the natural environment. Pollution, deforesta-
tion, the loss of biodiversity, and global warming threaten the very foun-
dations of our civilization. This new situation has brought complex
scientific issues to the centre of the political game and, as a result, has
increased the number of public controversies in which the media play a
central role. The prototypical example of this kind of controversy is the
question of the existence and origin of global warming, which has been
the subject of an intense battle of opinion for years and continues to be
challenged today. All these factors have favoured the rise of authoritarian
capitalism, nationalism, and right-wing ideology throughout the world, as
embodied by “digital demagogues” such as Donald Trump and Jair
Bolsonaro (Fuchs 2018). Greece was profoundly affected by this phenom-
enon during the country’s debt crisis (Kompatsiaris and Mylonas 2015).

Ultimately, the novel coronavirus crisis exacerbated the above charac-
teristics by successfully raising and politicizing different issues that domi-
nated the public debate, such as the existence and nature of SARS-CoV-2,
the mode of transmission, its actual level of danger, and the effectiveness
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of measures (mask, confinement, etc.), all of which were reinforced by the
failures and inconsistencies of government policy. This has been particu-
larly true in Greece, which has suffered gravely in terms of severe cases and
deaths (Lytras et al. 2022). In this context, the last and perhaps most
important issue, which emerged from the end of 2020 onwards, was that
of vaccination.

In the present study, we circumscribe the debate around the issue of
vaccination in Greek-speaking social media. Through different types of
quantitative and qualitative methodologies of a sample from Twitter,
Facebook, and YouTube, we identify the groups of users that carry anti- or
vaccine-sceptic rhetoric and analyse their discourses. Our choice is moti-
vated by the fact that, as literature shows, multiple social media usage plays
a crucial role in propagating misinformation about vaccination, including
through conspiracy theories, which can negatively impact trust in vaccina-
tion (Ginossar et al. 2022). These robust methods have been used success-
fully in regard of many other political and scientific controversies
(Smyrnaios and Ratinaud 2017). Although these methods do not offer a
direct view on the socio-economic characteristics of the groups expressing
themselves, and, by extension, on the class logics at work, they provide
insights into them through the types of discourse developed.

Consequently, understanding the dynamics of class struggles and logics
is crucial in comprehending the socio-political context within which the
vaccination discourse unfolds, as it can reveal how power differentials,
economic interests, and ideological perspectives influence the framing and
reception of vaccination-related information. For instance, various studies
have shown how the class divide in the United States has influenced the
vaccination progression, with individuals of lower income and without a
college degree being more likely to choose not to vaccinate (Pefia et al.
2023; Leonhardt 2021). Thus, by examining the social class affiliations
and analysing the discourses of various cohorts within Greek-speaking
social media, this study sheds light on how ideological and other factors
may shape reactions and attitudes towards vaccination.

THE CONTEXT OF THE GROWING DEBATE ON VACCINATION
Poricy IN GREECE

Since the announcement of the development of the SARS-CoV-2 vaccines
and, in particular, following the start of vaccine rollouts in Greece at the
end of December 2020, interest in the issue soared, both in the journalis-
tic media and on social media (Figs. 1, 2, and 3).
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Fig. 1 DPercentage of articles published on Greek-language websites between
5/10,/2020 and 5/11/2021 with the words: vaccine, vaccines, vaccination.
(Source: Authors, Mediacloud)
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Fig. 2 Number of tweets between 5,/11,/2020 and 4,/10,/2021 with the words:
vaccine, vaccines, vaccination. (Source: Authors, DMI-TCAT)

1,614,170 21,763

Fig. 3 Number of Facebook posts about vaccination between 1,/10,/2020 and
1/10,/2021 with the words: vaccine, vaccines. (Source: Authors, CrowdTangle)
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Scepticism about vaccinations is not a new phenomenon: since the first
smallpox vaccine was developed in the eighteenth century, there has always
been opposition to the safety and efficacy of vaccines (Wolfe and Sharp
2002; Motta and Stecula 2021). During the pandemic, there was naturally
a strong interest in the vaccines developed to protect against SARS-CoV-2.
Social media played a twofold role in the dissemination of information
about vaccines: on the one hand, it was a channel through which users
could get direct information from official institutions, scientists, and jour-
nalists; on the other hand, it was a medium for both widespread discussion
and misinformation (Benoit and Mauldin 2021). A growing number of
scientific publications demonstrate that, on social media, users who
expressed scepticism or rejection towards vaccines were predominantly of
right and far-right ideological positions (Faccin et al. 2022; Sorell and
Butler 2022).

The key stake in the public debate on Greek-speaking social media
regarding vaccination was whether it was safe and effective against SARS-
CoV-2. A second issue was whether the government’s measures aimed at
maximizing the number of vaccinated people in the country—such as
mandatory vaccination in certain occupational sectors or the separation of
vaccinated and unvaccinated people in some contexts—were appropriate,
legitimate, and effective. For instance, a study found that the policy of
mandatory vaccination in Greece had limited results and, in some cases,
worsened the country’s capacity to tackle the pandemic (Mavridis et al.
2022). Therefore, there were multiple dimensions regarding the public
debate revolving around vaccination: for or against government measures
and policies; for or against the effectiveness and safety of SARS-CoV vac-
cines; for or against vaccines in general. For the sake of brevity, we will
refer to all these aspects as “vaccination policy” and its criticism, noting,
however, that their causes and stakes are different.

HETEROGENEITY OF VACCINE-HESITANT DISCOURSE

Historically, research has shown that Greece is a country with high levels
of trust towards vaccines (de Figueiredo et al. 2020). During the pan-
demic, vaccination intention increased from 67.6% in November 2020 to
84.8% in May 2021. In contrast, the percentage of the population stating
that they would not vaccinate remained relatively stable, changing from
9.9% in November 2020 to 7.0% in May 2021 (Sypsa et al. 2022). These
data suggest that, while a significant proportion of citizens decided to
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vaccinate during the pandemic, there was a relatively stable core of citizens
who continued to refuse vaccination. Critical factors that have been recog-
nized to be associated with vaccine hesitancy are mistrust in vaccine safety
and efficacy, in health and scientific institutions, as well as in governments
(Lazarus et al. 2022). Moreover, misinformation and conspiracy theories
have been found to influence citizens’ attitudes towards vaccination and
health-related behaviour in general (Jolley and Douglas 2014).

Although citizens who criticized vaccines were collectively qualified as
“anti-vaxxers”, the criticism towards vaccines has been quite heteroge-
neous. This heterogeneity was also reflected in the digital public sphere.
On the one hand, vaccine hesitancy narratives include a core of harsh criti-
cism of vaccines and vaccination per se and, on the other hand, a more
nuanced discourse, which refers to hesitancy about specific vaccines that
were recently developed or mistrust in vaccination campaigns that have
been carried out by governments. Certainly, even those who are closer to
the second category do not form a homogenous group, as this mistrust to
institutions can also be traced in class- and race-based arguments (Pena
et al. 2023; Leonhardt 2021). Nevertheless, it has been observed that,
among others, conspiracy theorists are often found in the first category.
During the Covid-19 pandemic, conspiracy theorists put forward a multi-
tude of “arguments”, such as how vaccines contain microchips which sup-
posedly enable governments’ surveillance of citizens or how secret groups
developed the virus to manipulate the world or that 5G towers facilitate
the spread of the virus (Sturm and Albrecht 2021).

FAR-RIGHT CONSPIRACY THEORIES

Conspiracy theories are defined as “the explanation of events or phenom-
ena that challenge established accounts and instead refer to the machina-
tions of powerful actors or secret societies” (Zeng et al. 2022). These have
been the subject of study for many decades. However, social media
enhanced their visibility, alongside the connectivity of proponents of such
theories. This is largely due to the platforms’ logic, which makes conspir-
acy theories more appealing, producing more user engagement (Bucher
2018). At the same time, the transnational character of the digital public
sphere facilitates online communities that endorse such theories to associ-
ate and exchange with each other.

Conspiracy theories are an important “gateway” for the far-right into
the anti-vaccine discourse. Covid-19 was characterized by far-right
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extremists as a conspiracy directed by the “New World Order”, George
Soros and other groups (Davies et al. 2021). Social networking applica-
tions (Schulze et al. 2022) and social media were used by far-right extrem-
ists to diffuse such theories. Additionally, a great part of these theories was
accompanied by an antisemitic discourse, supposing the existence of a
group of powerful Jewish people trying to rule the world. However, it
seems that this narrative did not fly in Greece (Balzer 2021), where blogs
linked to extreme-right actors diffused conspiracy theories describing how
global elites are trying to establish a “New World Order” (Kordas 2020).
Furthermore, far-right parties used a narrative to tether the pandemic
to immigration and ethnic minorities (Wondreys and Mudde 2022). This
narrative was observed in Greece as well. Kyriakos Velopoulos, leader of
the far-right party “Greek Solution”, tried to link Covid-19 vaccinations
to immigration and stated, for instance, that “what is strange is that all
these experts have been paid a lot of money, amounts of 500-700,000
euros deriving from so-called research projects. [Athina] Linou is an exec-
utive—if not the founder—of an NGO for illegal immigrants.
Coincidentally, they indirectly or directly skim money and go on air to tell
us how dangerous the coronavirus is and keep us at home.” “Greek
Solution” has not officially opposed vaccination; rather, it has emphasized
the importance of not forcing citizens to get vaccinated (Halikiopoulou
et al. 2022), creating a fertile ground for scepticism. Other far-right
groups, such as “Guardians of the Constitution”, opposed vaccines and
participated in anti-vaccination movements (Halikiopoulou et al. 2022).

RELIGIOSITY AND ALTERNATIVE HEALTH

Conspiracy theories have also been associated with religiosity, which is
possibly due to the political orientation and supernatural beliefs that over-
lap among the proponents of these particular worldviews (Frenken et al.
2022). The association of religious fundamentalism with conspiracy beliefs
has been confirmed in the case of the Covid-19 pandemic as well (Lowicki
etal. 2022).

In Greece, the role of the Orthodox Church is deeply rooted in, and
interconnected with, the Greek state. By the time the first measures of
social distancing were adopted, the Church refused to prohibit religious
worship services. Thus, worship services in churches were banned upon
the intervention of the state. These measures were belatedly supported by
the official Church, as expressed through the archbishop of Athens, the
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Church hierarchy, and the majority of metropolitans. However, several
metropolitans continued to oppose the measures of the state (Michailidis
etal. 2021). The official Church also supported the vaccination campaign,
urging the faithful to show responsibility.

Nevertheless, powerful figures within the Church acted as poles of mis-
trust and anti-vaccine rhetoric (Tzimas 2021), while a considerable num-
ber of believers protested against vaccinations, questioning the existence
of the virus, while diffusing anti-scientific arguments like how vaccines are
“[a] product that comes from killed embryos [and] will be injected into
our bodies” (Stamouli 2021). These groups were most likely related to
Old-Calendarist religious groups such as “Genuine Orthodox Christians”,
which have been very active in (ultra-)conservative protests in the (digital)
public sphere, as in the case of the demonstrations against the Prespes
Agreement on North Macedonia (Mitralexis 2022). The role of the Old
Calendarists in the anti-vaccination movement seems to be quite impor-
tant since they inhabit many monasteries in the Greek territory, which
exert influence on the local communities (Tzimas 2021).

It is also worth mentioning that part of the hesitant discourse is uttered
by “alternative health” proponents, who are suspicious towards treat-
ments designed in laboratories and favour natural remedies over vaccines.
This particular view towards the vaccines is often connected with a spéritu-
ality belief system, which refers to “an individual’s contentedness towards
a Higher Power, a sense of the meaning of life, a search for harmony, and
spiritual well-being” (Kosarkova et al. 2021). It is of great interest that,
during the pandemic, New Age spirituality and prominent alternative
health proponents were found to intersect with conspiracy theories and
far-right narratives on platforms like Instagram (Baker 2022).

Finally, in countries such as the Czech Republic or the Netherlands,
spirituality was found to be a strong predictor of vaccine scepticism
(Rutjens et al. 2022; Kosarkova et al. 2021). In the case of Greece, groups
who embrace spirituality views are found to adopt an amalgam of
Christianity and New Age beliefs (Roussou 2018). Anti-vaccination narra-
tives are thus a mosaic of different, but often interconnected approaches.
They include hardliner vaccine denial, conspiracy theories that are often
intertwined with religious and far-right content and views that advocate
natural alternatives to vaccines.
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THE GREEK MEDIA LANDSCAPE

Another important aspect requiring to be examined in tandem with the
discourse regarding vaccine hesitancy is the Greek media landscape, which
has been heavily affected by digitization (Kalogeropoulos et al. 2021), but
also precarity of work, monopoly of media ownership, and increasing
threats on freedom of the press (MFRR 2022). These characteristics
undermine citizens’ trust in the mainstream media and facilitate the circu-
lation of problematic discourses. By and large, there is widespread mistrust
in media by Greek citizens, as consistently evidenced by the Reuters
Digital News Report: in 2022, Greece ranked 42nd out of 46 countries
included in the report’s survey, with a score of 27% for trust in the news
(Kalogeropoulos 2020, 84). Even though the mainstream media land-
scape remains strong in Greece, principally thanks to the power that the
TV market holds, social media and, primarily, Facebook is the most promi-
nent source of news consumption in Greece, with “seven in ten (71%) of
online users [getting] news this way each week” (Kalogeropoulos
2020, 82).

Moreover, it has been suggested that Greece exhibits a stronger ten-
dency to “[favour] an easier dissemination of an exposure to online disin-
formation” (Humprecht et al. 2020). Scholars attribute this vulnerability
to: the political instability that has characterized Greece since the twenti-
eth century (Kalogeropoulos et al. 2021); a landscape of highly concen-
trated media ownership combined with a deregulated telecommunications
sector (Leandros 2010; Minotakis and Avramidis 2022); strong ties to and
dependency on business and state actors (Kalogeropoulos et al. 2021),
which is often the case for “polarized pluralist” markets (Briiggemann
et al. 2014); the lack of sustainable revenue sources, especially after the
financial crisis of 2008 and subsequent austerity measures (losifidis and
Boucas 2015), which essentially caused the collapse of advertising revenue
for traditional media organizations leading to the reconfiguration of the
Greek media ecosystem (Siapera et al. 2015).

Similar findings have been noted in other countries that are often
described as “polarized populist” such as Spain and the United States,
contrary to the more resilient news media systems of “democratic corpo-
ratist” markets like Germany and Denmark. Consequently, a large—if not
the largest—proportion of Greek citizens perceive the media to be cap-
tured by vested interests, whether business or political. This partially
explains the high level of consumption of news through social media
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channels in Greece, as well as the greater level of trust shown by citizens
in these networks. For instance, in Kalogeropoulos et al.’s study (2021),
respondents to their survey posited that social media provided them with
a broader variety of opinions, including those of “ordinary citizens” com-
pared to traditional media or “corrupt journalists”.

MEeTHODS & FINDINGS

For this chapter, we decided to focus on three social media platforms,
Twitter, Facebook, and YouTube, as they are the most popular for political
information purposes in Greece. We implemented two types of analysis
that we combined in a way that was appropriate for each sample: network
analysis and lexicometric discourse analysis. Certainly, the implementation
of digital methods upon data collected from social media platforms poses
a series of important epistemological and methodological problems identi-
fied in the literature (Rieder and Réhle 2012). Nevertheless, this approach
can be advantageous, allowing us to obtain a macroscopic perspective on
online social activity that would otherwise be practically impossible to
study with traditional social science methods. The other advantage is the
spontaneity of the public user-generated content collected, compared to
data obtained through questionnaires and interviews: the latter are the
result of the researcher’s solicitation of individuals and their acceptance to
participate in a survey.

For Twitter, we first identified user communities that posted messages
about vaccination policy by collecting data with the open-source DMI-
TCAT software (Borra and Rieder 2014). We used the following key-
words: “vaccine, vaccines, vaccination”; the queried period was from 5
November 2020 to 4 October 2021, and the language was restricted to
Greek. The total number of tweets we collected was 152,855 from 24,558
different users.

In the graphs produced with the open-source software Gephi (Bastian
et al. 2009), users are represented as dots and lines indicate an interaction
between them. Users with a higher degree of interaction with one another,
compared to the rest, are grouped into clusters or communities. In turn,
the relationships between communities are derived from the degree of
interaction between users of one community with users of another com-
munity. The stronger the interaction, the closer the communities. The
ForceAtlas 2 algorithm, which is used to create these clusters, tends to put
users who have a higher influx of references from a variety of communities
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at the centre of the graph. In contrast, accounts that interact with a limited
range of communities are placed at the outer edges of the graph.

For YouTube, Gephi was used to produce a graph, but with different
data. The data was collected with the open-source software YouTube Data
Tools (Rieder 2015). This software detects a network of channels con-
nected through the “suggested channels” feature retrieved from a key-
word query. Large dots are the most recommended channels for a given
topic (i.e., the vaccination policy). Their connections to smaller ones
depend on whether one channel has subscribed to the other. For this
research, the following keywords were wused: “vaccine, vaccines,
vaccination”.

For Facebook, Gephi was also used to produce a graph, but with differ-
ent data and a different algorithm. Specifically, in the Facebook graph, the
dots indicate the pages or groups created on the platform, while the lines
indicate the hyperlinks (URLs) shared with the rest of the network. This
means that the lines do not indicate the association of pages within
Facebook, as we cannot know if one page follows another. Therefore, the
correlation here is created based on the content they have shared and,
specifically, the URLs. This is an indication of proximity in editorial policy
from pages administrators.

The algorithm used here is preferred for smaller datasets (we had about
25,000 posts) and tends to bring closer and more centralized pages or
groups that have shared either a common link or the same webpage (e.g.,
youtube.com). The colours help to group pages and groups. For example,
two pages that share an article on a website are very close to each other
and most likely have the same colour on the graph. In addition, the size of
the dots represents the activity of a page or group in relation to the web-
pages that are present in the current network: the more redirections to
webpages found in one network, the larger the dot. Finally, as with
Twitter’s network analysis, accounts that interact with a limited range of
communities are placed at the outer edges of the graph.

To collect data from Facebook, we used the CrowdTangle platform,
which is owned by the same company and allows accredited researchers
and journalists to access Facebook and Instagram data to study various
social developments, like vaccine misinformation. CrowdTangle makes
available exclusively public data and, thus, does not violate the terms of
the European Union’s General Data Protection Regulation. For this proj-
ect, we queried the following keywords: “vaccine, vaccines, vaccination”,
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from 7 February 2020 to 3 October 2021. The total number of posts we
collected was 24,725, coming from both pages and groups.

Finally, for the discourse analysis, an automated lexical analysis (lexico-
metric) was performed using the open-source software IRaMuTeQ
(Ratinaud 2009). This type of analysis splinters the text into smaller seg-
ments (called Text Segments) based on punctuation marks and size; it
then sorts these segments into clusters based on their lexical similarity. The
clusters created by the lexical classification are sets of segments that tend
to contain the same words (classes); this is called Descending Hierarchical
Classification (DHC). Therefore, we can obtain the main contexts and
themes that emerged around our object of enquiry.

Twitter

From a socio-political point of view, the interest of Twitter, compared to
other more popular social media such as Facebook or Instagram, lies not
only in its open architecture, which makes it a predominantly political
communication tool, but also in the sociological characteristics of its users.
Specifically, there is an over-representation of a highly educated and highly
politicized population. As shown in the graph below, most Greek Twitter
users in our dataset are generally in favour of the SARS-CoV-2 vaccination
policy, regardless of their beliefs. Most of the scientists, experts, politi-
cians, and journalists expressing themselves on the issue belong to this
majority (Fig. 4).

Only three communities openly expressed themselves against vaccine
policies, either because they were anti-vaccine by conviction, or because
they lacked confidence in the vaccine, or because they disagreed with the
compulsory measures (Grey, Light Grey, and Orange clusters at the bot-
tom of the graph). Users from these communities make up a quarter of
the sample (25.52%), a significant minority. What these three communities
have in common is the fact that their central nodes belong to the conser-
vative and/or far right in all its nuances (conservatives, nationalists, neo-
Nazis, orthodox religionists, conspiracy theorists, etc.).

Among users belonging to these communities, there were also people
with different political beliefs or different views on vaccines. However, the
majority were ideologically positioned on the nationalist and religious
right and were harshly critical of the SARS-CoV-2 vaccination policy. The
discourse expressed by these communities was both right-wing and oppo-
sitional. In other words, most of these users were ideologically identified
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Fig. 4 The pro- and anti-vaccine communities on Greek-language Twitter.
Sample: 152,855 tweets from 24,558 users between 5 November 2020 and 4
October 2021 with the words: vaccine, vaccines, vaccination. (Source: Authors,
DMI-TCAT)

with the (far) right but, at the same time, they were vocally opposed to the
vaccination policy decisions of the conservative government of New
Democracy (Fig. 5).

Moreover, we found many common elements in the themes discussed
by three specific communities, which openly opposed the vaccination pol-
icy. In particular, we found usage of strong language against the govern-
ment and the media, questioning the effectiveness of the vaccine, criticism
of segregation and compulsory measures, racist and nationalist speech,
conspiracy theories, and many shares of the pro-Nazi newspaper Makeleio,
owned by Stefanos Chios, as well as its YouTube channel. Indeed, YouTube
and Makeleio, with 2482 and 1234 mentions respectively, were the most
popular external sources in our sample. As we will see below, this was also
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Fig. 5 Automated lexicometric classification (DHC) of the sample tweets into
categories with similar content. (Source: Authors, IRaMuTeQ. Circled in red are
categories in which communities critical of vaccination policy are
over-represented)

true for Facebook, where YouTube videos were the main source of infor-
mation shared by pages and groups engaging with the vaccine issue, with
Zougla.gr being the second most popular source promoting
misinformation.

YouTube

As shown in Fig. 6, the channels suggested by YouTube’s algorithm, after
a search using the keywords “vaccine, vaccines, vaccination”, are over-
whelmingly of far-right ideology in all its nuances (ethno-populists, neo-
Nazis, religious and conspiracy theorists), as are their affiliations.

Apart from ERT (Greece’s public TV broadcaster), Open (a nation-
wide private TV station), and Kriti TV (a local TV station), the most pop-
ular channel in terms of subscribers is that of Ilias Kasidiaris (101,000
subscribers), who has been convicted and imprisoned for directing the
criminal Nazi organization Golden Dawn. As mentioned earlier, Zougla.
gr is the second most popular channel (96,400 subscribers). This channel
published dozens of videos of people who spoke of their vaccination expe-
riences in a sensationalist and dramatic tone. Some of these videos’ titles
are indicative of the content: “His life and his sports career were destroyed
after the vaccine”, “I ended up in intensive care because of Pfizer”, etc.
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Fig. 6 The suggested channels from the YouTube algorithm on vaccines in
October 2021 (Source: Authors, Netvizz)

Other notable channels with frequent references to the vaccination
policy were: Rantar (76,000 subscribers) with video titles like “I gave up
on compulsory vaccination”, “They got the vaccine and thought they
were saved”, etc.; NOIAZOMALI (78,400 subscribers) with religious and
nationalistic content like “Greek scientists found the medicine in
Macedonia” and “The vaccine is made with chimpanzee adenovirus” and
many hateful statements by the Cypriot orthodox archbishop of Morphou
Neophytos, such as “the homosexuals are coming back”; and the channel
of Vassilis Bandidis (62,200 subscribers) with videos such as “Alien Found
dead. Being found in Greece and they’re hiding it?” or “The banned
show! Flat Earth: truth or lie?” The list is completed by several smaller-
scale channels which broadcast nationalist and religious content.
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Facebook

Facebook is the most popular social media platform in Greece and the
most used platform for news consumption and sharing. Naturally, a large
part of the debate concerning the vaccine policy unfolded there. However,
despite Facebook’s promises to address the phenomenon of vaccine mis-
information, an empirical study among the 24,725 posts on the topic
between 7 February 2020 and 3 October 2021 shows the contrary: the
content with the most interactions (likes, shares, comments) and the most
views contained conspiracy theories and misinformation.

For example, the piece of content with the most interactions was a
video by Yannis Bitzarakis, an electronic technician and self-proclaimed
researcher, who resides in Switzerland. In the video, we find explicitly false
claims: that the coronavirus vaccine contains nanobots that are activated
by electricity; that the SARS-CoV-2 virus does not exist and there is no
test to detect it; and that, in many countries, deaths from the virus were
recorded as deaths from other causes.

Although Hellenic Hoaxes, one of the two fact-checking groups oper-
ating on Greek-speaking Facebook, checked the video and had it reported
as misinformation, it remained available for viewing and sharing, albeit
with a pop-up window notifying the user that it had been fact-checked
(Fig. 7). In early October 2021, it had reached nearly half a million views.
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Fig. 7 Snapshot from a fact-checked video found on Facebook containing
explicitly false information



188  N.SMYRNAIOS ET AL.

To eppoAio épxerar ouvropa.

ois - G
To epBOALO UNV EEXQCETE VA KAVETE
AuTO eivatl 1o moviké untpwo tng Pfizer.

Fig. 8 Snapshot from a US-produced video with Greek subtitles containing vac-
cine misinformation posted on Facebook by a local Greek influencer

The same video had tens of thousands of views on YouTube and other
platforms.

Among the most popular content on Facebook about vaccination, we
found videos from the US that were translated into Greek, such as “A
trustworthy vaccine”, the 13th episode of a series created by a conspiracy
network, “The Mirror Project”. The Greek-subtitled video reached one
million views simply by being shared from the profile of a well-known
local persona from the rural town of Katerini in November 2020 (Fig. 8).

The third video also comes from the US and shows an osteopath from
Atlanta, Carric Madej, who was using false evidence to analyze the
alleged side effects of the mRNA vaccine. The video, which reached
50,000 views, was shared by a user from Cyprus who mostly posts reli-
gious content (Fig. 9).
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Fig. 9 Snapshot from a Greek-subtitled video posted on Facebook by a Cypriot
user containing vaccine misinformation

The fourth video we examined was published by a page titled “Social
Media ORM Group” with the following description in English: “Successful
Killer Marketing Strategies no one else is talking about. We are dedicated
to share, teach and show you the most amazing stuff!” The video, using
edited images taken from a conspiracy blog (https://alcyonpleiades-gr.
blogspot.com/) and adopting pseudo-scientific language, links vaccina-
tion to alleged plans for a “Global New Order”. The site clearly supports
far-right politicians such as Donald Trump, and expresses racist ideas, even
organizing online discussions on immigration. During the period of our
research, the page had over 50,000 followers and its video recorded
86,000 views.


https://alcyonpleiades-gr.blogspot.com/
https://alcyonpleiades-gr.blogspot.com/
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The next step was a network analysis, where we mapped all Facebook
pages and groups dealing with vaccination policy from 7 February 2020
to 3 October 2021. The result, as reflected in the graph below, illustrates
that the majority are Greek and Cypriot far-right supporters (orthodox,
nationalists, etc.), who exhibited critical, negative, and even conspiratorial
attitudes regarding vaccines. Notably, the main external source found in
the sample is YouTube, thus confirming that these two platforms are the
main pillars of misinformation in the Greek-speaking social media sphere
(Fig. 10).

A small minority of groups that took a critical, negative stance on vac-
cination policy on Facebook were self-placed on the left of the political
spectrum. The main nodes of this space consist of the pages “With Pavlos
Polakis”, “Alexis Tsipras Leader”, and “Free and Left”. In these clusters,
we found that the discourse focused on criticizing the government. We
also observed that there was a strong oppositional discourse targeting
Kyriakos Mitsotakis, the Greek Prime Minister, along with ministers and
the mainstream media. In addition, this also included elements of strong
patriotism and a relative worshiping of the two aforementioned politicians
of Syriza. Interestingly, these pages also contained criticism of the compul-
sory measures and, more rarely, scepticism about the effectiveness of the
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Fig. 10 Facebook page communities and groups that published 24,725 posts
between 7 February 2020 and 3 October 2021 with the words: vaccine, vaccines
and vaccination. The graph is available for interactive navigation here
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SARS-CoV-2 vaccines, as was publicly expressed by Pavlos Polakis in the
past. Furthermore, we also spotted like-minded users on Twitter, i.c.,
those who self-identified as supporters of Syriza and who criticized the
vaccination policy referring to Pavlos Polakis, a controversial political fig-
ure. He thus seems the main source of inspiration for scepticism regarding
the effectiveness and non-risk of the vaccine policy on the left of the politi-
cal spectrum or, at least, to appeal to a certain chunk of self-identified
Syriza supporters.

In any case, what we see here is an outreach to those hesitant about
vaccine policy to win them over. In addition, these groups often contained
an opposing discourse, with criticism of the “psekasmenoi” (chemtrails
believers), a derogatory term for conspiracy theorists in Greece. The con-
tent of these groups is more closely linked to commentary on current
affairs, with references to the vaccination being scarcer than most far-right
groups. To a lesser extent, we also found attempts to clarify the position of
leftists in relation to vaccination policy. For instance, many tweeted that
there is a “division of the left that must end”, arguing in favour of a clear
pro-vaccine stance, while criticizing the government’s handling of the
pandemic. Finally, the same groups touched upon themes that were not
prominent in the discourse of others, such as the condemnation of the
pharmaceutical industry for maximizing its profits through vaccine patents.

THE INSTRUMENTALIZATION OF THE CRITICISM
OF THE VACCINE PoLIicy

Criticism of vaccine policy, as expressed in social media, is quite typical of
contemporary debates that pit “the people” against “clites”. In this narra-
tive, on the one hand, there are ordinary citizens and, on the other, the
“big interests” of the pharmaceutical industry, politicians, business mag-
nates, and the mainstream media. Regardless of this narrative’s weakness
when expressed through conspiracy theories and scapegoating, it can be
considered as part of the critique of the political economy of neoliberal
capitalism and its impasses (Moufte 2018, 20-21). In other words, if an
important part of society resorts to oversimplified counter-hegemonic
narratives, in this case regarding the vaccine policy, it is, to a certain extent,
to express their opposition to widening inequalities, the opacity and weak-
ening of democracy, the over-concentration of wealth, and the lack of
objectivity of the mainstream media.
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Therefore, such diffusion of misinformation cannot be solely attributed
to a specific segment of the population, such as those in lower social strata,
who may have limited education and knowledge of science. Conversely, it
is primarily due to the inability of the rulers, i.e., the political, economic,
and media stakeholders, to produce trusting relationships with the gov-
erned and, thus, the necessary social consensus on constraining public
policies concerning health issues, such as that of vaccine policy. As relevant
research has shown, conspiracy theories thrive particularly in countries
with low levels of trust in democracy, and high rates of poverty, unemploy-
ment, and corruption (Cordonier et al. 2021), such as Greece. Hence, we
should be mindful of, and expose, the risk lurking within conspiracy theo-
ries, but we should also strive to understand the societal context within
which these are born, as well as the reasons that lie behind such phenomena.

As can be seen through the examples we examined in this study, another
factor for vaccine hesitancy in this context can be traced to issues such as
nationalism, religiosity, and anti-scientism, all of which have historically
characterized significant parts of Greek society. It is worth clarifying that
we are not referring to class-based critiques to capitalist science or to the
instrumentalization of science to serve capitalist interests. Conversely, we
refer to a unique ideological blend found in Greece, which, in the most
extreme cases, promotes intolerance, racism, and the religious denial of
science. It is this mixture, combined with social media’s potency, that far-
right media and political figures take advantage of for their own benefit.
This benefit can also be political, as in the case of neo-Nazi Ilias Kasidiaris,
who instrumentalized vaccine hesitancy to attract voters and followers.
This strategic use of social media by neo-Nazis in Greece to legitimize
their social imaginaries, tactics, strategies, and reality constructions, taking
advantage of the social turbulence caused by the pandemic was also
observed during the Greek debt crisis in the early 2010s (Kompatsiaris
and Mylonas 2015). It can also be ideological, as in the case of religious
organizations and orthodox fundamentalists, who were massively involved
in the dissemination of misinformation about vaccines to promote their
own worldview. Finally, it can also be financial in nature, as in the case of
well-known publishers with a strong presence on fringe TV channels and
social media (e.g., Trangas, Triantafylopoulos, Chios), who adopted an
ambiguous and ambivalent attitude towards vaccine policy which was
aimed at increasing their clientele and profits without caring about the
consequences.
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Therefore, the instrumentalization of vaccine hesitancy by the far right
and the media with common ideological characteristics during the pan-
demic is not a Greek phenomenon; it has been observed internationally
(Chen 2021). However, the mistrusted and captured media landscape of
Greece proved to be a fertile ground for the diffusion of Covid-19 misin-
formation on social media, which are often depicted by Greek consumers
as being more reliable than traditional media . In conclusion, it is also
important to point out the hypocritical attitude of the Silicon Valley giants,
whereby, on the one hand, they publicly condemn misinformative content
and take some superficial measures to tackle it, but on the other hand,
continue to reap huge profits from the mass interactions that such content
produces. As such, these platforms, especially YouTube and Facebook,
which have been the main vehicles of misinformation and anti-vaccination
propaganda in Greece, carry a greater level of responsibility vis-a-vis con-
tent that may expose users to real harm.
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