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Soon after the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic, the world saw far-right leaders uniting to promote 
hydroxychloroquine despite controversial results. Why have some leaders actively promoted the drug since then, 
contradicting recommendations made by their own government’s health authorities? Our argument is twofold. 
First, hydroxychloroquine has been an integral tool of medical populist performance in the context of the 
COVID-19 pandemic. We adopt Lasco & Curato’s (2018) definition of medical populism as a political style based 
on performances of public health crises that pit ‘the people’ against ‘the establishment’ using alternative knowledge 
claims to cast doubt on the credibility of doctors, scientists, and technocrats. Second, rather than being an individual 
endeavor, medical populism addressing the coronavirus crisis has led populists to build an alt-science network. 
We define it as a loose movement of alleged truth-seekers who publicly advance scientific claims at a crossroads 
between partial evidence, pseudo-science, and conspiracy theories. It comprises scientists, businesspeople and 
celebrities united by their distrust of governments and mainstream science. In this article, we look at how the 
hydroxychloroquine alliance was formed, as well as its political and policy implications. To this end, we compare 
why and how Donald Trump and Jair Bolsonaro have appealed to medical populist performances when addressing 
the health crisis. By mobilizing the concepts of medical populism and alt-science, this paper aims to contribute to 
the scholarship on the relationship between populist politics and policy-making.
Keywords: COVID-19; populism; public health; far-right; alt-science; Bolsonaro.

A aliança da hidroxicloroquina: como líderes de extrema direita e pregadores da ciência alternativa se 
reuniram para promover uma droga milagrosa

Logo após a eclosão da pandemia da COVID-19, o mundo viu líderes de extrema direita se unindo para promover 
a hidroxicloroquina (HCQ), apesar de resultados controversos. Por que alguns líderes promoveram ativamente o 
remédio desde então, mesmo contradizendo recomendações de autoridades de saúde de seus próprios governos? 
Nosso argumento é duplo. Primeiro, a HCQ tem sido uma ferramenta integral do desempenho médico populista 
no contexto da pandemia de COVID-19. Adotamos a definição de Lasco e Curato (2018) de populismo médico 
como um estilo político performático durante crises de saúde pública que joga “o povo” contra “o sistema” usando 
alegações de conhecimento alternativo para lançar dúvidas sobre a credibilidade de médicos, cientistas e tecnocratas. 
Segundo, em vez de ser um esforço individual, o populismo médico diante da crise do coronavírus levou populistas 
a construir uma rede de ciência alternativa, definida como um movimento difuso de supostos buscadores da 
verdade que defendem publicamente suas convicções científicas em uma encruzilhada entre evidências parciais, 
pseudociência e teorias da conspiração. É composto por cientistas, empresários e celebridades unidos por sua 
desconfiança nos governos e na ciência convencional. Neste artigo, examinamos a formação da aliança da 
hidroxicloroquina, bem como suas implicações políticas e para as políticas públicas. Para tanto, comparamos por 
que e como Donald Trump e Jair Bolsonaro recorreram ao populismo médico performático ao abordar a crise 
de saúde. Ao mobilizar os conceitos de populismo médico e ciência alternativa, este artigo tem como objetivo 
contribuir para o estudo da relação entre política populista e formulação de políticas.
Palavras-chave: COVID-19; populismo; saúde pública; extrema direita; ciência alternativa; Bolsonaro.
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La alianza de la hidroxicloroquina: cómo los líderes de extrema derecha y los predicadores de la 
ciencia alternativa se unieron para promocionar una droga milagrosa

Poco después del comienzo de la pandemia de COVID-19, el mundo vio a líderes de ultraderecha uniéndose 
para promover la hidroxicloroquina (HCQ) a pesar de sus controvertidos resultados. ¿Por qué algunos líderes 
han promocionado activamente la medicina desde entonces, incluso contradiciendo las recomendaciones de 
las autoridades de salud de sus propios gobiernos? Nuestro argumento es doble. Primero, la HCQ ha sido una 
herramienta integral de la performance del populismo médico en el contexto de la pandemia de COVID-19. 
Adoptamos la definición de Lasco y Curato (2018) de populismo médico como un estilo político performativo 
durante crisis de salud pública que pone al pueblo contra el sistema (establishment) usando alegaciones de 
conocimiento alternativo para poner en duda la credibilidad de médicos, científicos y tecnócratas. Segundo, 
en lugar de ser un esfuerzo individual, el populismo médico ante la crisis del coronavirus ha llevado a los 
populistas a construir una red de ciencia alternativa, definida como un movimiento difuso de supuestos 
buscadores de la verdad que defienden públicamente sus convicciones científicas en una encrucijada entre 
evidencias parciales, pseudociencia y teorías de la conspiración. Son científicos, empresarios y celebridades 
unidos por su desconfianza hacia los gobiernos y la ciencia convencional. En este artículo, analizamos cómo 
se formó la alianza de la hidroxicloroquina, así como sus implicaciones políticas y para las políticas públicas. 
Comparamos por qué y cómo Donald Trump y Jair Bolsonaro han recurrido al populismo médico performativo 
al abordar la crisis de salud. Al movilizar los conceptos de populismo médico y ciencia alternativa, este 
artículo tiene como objetivo contribuir a la investigación sobre la relación entre la política populista y la 
formulación de políticas.
Palabras clave: COVID-19; populismo; salud pública; ultraderecha; ciencia alternativa; Bolsonaro.

1. INTRODUCTION

Between mid-March and April, the world witnessed some statesmen uniting around the promotion of 
hydroxychloroquine (HCQ), an anti-malarial medicine purportedly efficient in treating COVID-19 
patients. It all began on March 19, when Donald Trump came out to hail the drug (taken together 
with azithromycin) as having “a real chance to be one the greatest game changers in the history of 
medicine”. In the week that followed, loyal allies like Jair Bolsonaro (Ministério da Saúde, 2020) and 
Benjamin Netanyahu (Efrati, 2020) started touting HCQ locally and ordered their own medical 
authorities to include the drug into national treatment protocols.

Those leaders’ enthusiasm sparked a widespread scramble for hydroxychloroquine around the 
world. India, whose Council on Medical Research had asked health personnel and suspected cases to 
take HCQ as prophylactic as early as March 22, made it harder to buy the drug and imposed an export 
ban a few days later to prevent shortages at home (Reuters, 2020a). Hungary immediately followed 
suit, banning HCQ exports after declaring it a “strategic drug” on March 25 (Reuters, 2020b). As 
more countries embraced hydroxychloroquine therapies for COVID-19, the world seemed divided 
between a few pharmaceutical powers that held the key to overcoming the pandemic and several 
countries craving for a miraculous medicine.

That might seem a bit over the top for a drug whose therapeutic benefits were (and still are) unclear. 
Despite several studies and reports (Kupferschmidt, 2020), the use of HCQ has been controversial 
from the outset, mostly given the risks of arrhythmia and other cardiac illnesses. Why, then, have 
some leaders actively touted the drug, even when it ran counter to recommendations made by their 
own government’s health authorities?
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Our argument is twofold. First, HCQ has been an integral tool of medical populist performance 
in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic. We adopt Lasco and Curato’s (2018) definition of medical 
populism as a political style based on performances of public health crises that pit ‘the people’ 
against ‘the establishment’ using alternative knowledge claims to cast doubt on the credibility of 
doctors, scientists, and technocrats. Countering expectations that populists would either moderate 
their positions or get completely discredited in their response to the pandemic (Zabala, 2020), 
hydroxychloroquine promotion has allowed prominent far-right populist leaders to increase - or, at 
least, to maintain - their popularity at home.

Second, rather than being an individual endeavor, medical populism addressing the coronavirus 
crisis has led populists to build an alt-science network that serves as a platform for doctors, lobbyists, 
businesspeople, and religious leaders who are - or have become - linked to far-right movements 
across the world. Although there is no scholarly discussion of alt-science as of yet (see Engber, 2017; 
Waldman, 2017), we define it as a loose movement of alleged truth-seekers who publicly advance 
scientific claims at a crossroads between partial evidence, pseudo-science, and conspiracy theories. 
It comprises groups as diverse as maverick scientists, wealthy donors, flat-earthers, anti-vaxxers, and 
climate deniers, all united by their distrust of governments and mainstream science. While this is not 
to say that alt-science positions are intrinsically wrong or misleading, their political nature has been 
exploited by populists in their battle against the medical establishment.

In the world of far-right populists, the United States and Brazil are the two countries where 
the alt-science network around the promotion of HCQ came full circle - with presidents, 
politicians, media outlets, businesspeople, religious leaders, and scientists joining forces to 
advocate a fast and effective solution for the COVID-19 pandemic. In this article, we look at how 
the hydroxychloroquine alliance was formed, as well as its political and policy implications, both 
domestically and internationally. To this end, we compare why and how Donald Trump and Jair 
Bolsonaro have appealed to medical populist performances when addressing the health crisis. By 
mobilizing the concepts of medical populism and alt-science, this paper aims to contribute to the 
scholarship on the relationship between populist politics and policy-making.

2. POPULISM, HEALTH POLICY, AND THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC

We define populism as “a thin-centered ideology that considers society to be ultimately separated into 
two homogeneous and antagonistic camps, “the pure people” versus “the corrupt elite,” and which 
argues that politics should be an expression of the volonté générale (general will) of the people (Mudde 
& Kaltwasser, 2017, p. 6). However, because “the people” is an empty signifier, it makes populism a 
powerful political ideology and phenomenon, as it frames the idea of “the people” to generate a shared 
identity between different groups and facilitate their support for a common cause (Laclau, 2005).

Populism conveys “the people” in three different ways: (1) the people as the source of sovereignty, 
from which political power stems; (2) the people as a constituent of a national identity (or a nation); 
(3) the people as the source of conventional wisdom, of ‘common sense’. The third meaning is the one 
we will adopt in this article. It combines socioeconomic status with cultural and popular traditions. 
As it praises the average man, populism repudiates the prevailing cultural mainstream, which snubs 
the tastes, interests, and values of the ordinary citizen. Opposing such an ‘elitist’ worldview, bringing 
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the average man back onto the political stage is a way to restore dignity, the popular wisdom, and the  
traditional knowledge of groups that have been sidelined from power thanks to their cultural or 
economic status (Mudde & Kaltwasser, 2017).

This anti-elitist burst reveals populism’s suspicion and rejection of social and political gatekeepers, 
such as political parties, big corporations, bureaucracies, mainstream media, or any other that could 
distort the authentic and organic connection between the populist leader and the “common people”. 
Therefore, such an idea of the elite also encompasses the scientific community, universities, prestigious 
research institutes, the pharmaceutical industry, and even public health officials (Greer, 2017).

Populists’ demonization of science has profound effects on healthcare policies. Parmet (2010) has 
shown, for one, that populist behavior undermined the efficacy of the H1N1 vaccination campaign 
in the United States as it fueled conspiracy theories and exacerbated distrust of health professionals. 
More recently, Lasco and Curato (2018) have put forward the concept of medical populism to 
characterize a style of leadership that pits ‘the people’ against ‘the establishment’ in addressing health 
emergencies. Medical populists oppose traditional technocratic responses by politicizing, simplifying, 
and spectacularizing complex public health issues.

When the COVID-19 pandemic broke out and rapidly spread across the world, some analysts 
rushed to predict that populist leaders would not be able to tackle the crisis. Populism could become the 
first “ideological casualty” of the new coronavirus, since “regimes headed by populists are now facing 
a barrage of criticism that they cannot manage to divert or neutralize” (Paracha, 2020). Therefore, the 
populist war on civil servants, experts, and scientific communities would quickly take its toll on leaders 
distrustful of science (Harris, 2020). Also, populists face the growing risk of being exposed for who 
they are, “incompetent leaders who do little more than satisfy the interests of narrow business circles 
around them, while leaving their nations to economic precarity and social insecurity” (Zabala, 2020).

However, rather than being stopped by the outbreak, some populists have doubled down on their 
divisive, anti-elitist, and potentially authoritarian rhetoric (Müller, 2020). Medical populism has 
allowed leaders to pit ‘the people’ against ‘the establishment’ by sowing several cleavages in society: 
between professionals who can work from home and factory workers who cannot; between the elderly 
who cannot go outside and the young who are being kept inside by government decree; and between 
formal workers who receive wage subsidies and the self-employed who have lost all income (Velasco, 
2020). Also, the pandemic has both heightened fears of “the other” and emboldened politicians to 
pursue long-desired policies that would have been difficult without the pandemic (Abdelal, 2020), 
from brutal police repression (as in the Philippines) to tight control of movement (as in India), from 
attacking political institutions (as in Brazil and Israel) to shutting them down (as in Hungary).

Whereas the diversity of populist responses to the pandemic makes it hard to predict whether 
“populism” will come out stronger or weaker of the health crisis (Mudde, 2020), the impacts on policy 
tend to be long-lasting. By empowering alt-science advocates and forging far-right transnational 
networks, populists like Donald Trump, Jair Bolsonaro, Narendra Modi, and Benjamin Netanyahu 
have attempted to improve their positions at home and abroad at the expense of mainstream 
science and national and international health authorities. The most visible face of this process was 
the early promotion of hydroxychloroquine as a public health panacea. Despite promising results, 
it has dismissed World Health Organization recommendations (WHO, 2020), ignored medical 
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recommendations (Palmeira et al., 2020), and gained political overtones that have muddied the 
scientific debate (O’Connor & Weatherall, 2020; Wessel, 2020).

3. THE FORGING OF THE HYDROXYCHLOROQUINE ALLIANCE

Although reports of clinical trials of chloroquine and hydroxychloroquine against COVID-19 date 
back to early February in China (Subramanian, 2020), their potential to tackle the pandemic only 
came to public knowledge several weeks later. On March 11, an Australian entrepreneur living in 
China, a Bitcoin investor and law school graduate, and a self-described philosopher pinned hope 
on the healing powers of a “miraculous drug” in a Twitter thread (Nguyen, 2020). A couple of days 
later, two of them co-authored and published a Google Docs paper making the case for chloroquine, 
which caught the eye of Silicon Valley businesspeople and conservative media outlets. On March 
16, Tesla and SpaceX CEO Elon Musk tweeted a link to that paper suggesting that the anti-malarial 
drug chloroquine might be effective at treating COVID-19. The document linked by Musk was later 
removed from Google Docs for violating the company’s terms of service.

On that same day, French microbiologist Didier Raoult released the results of a small clinical 
trial that purportedly showed a 100 percent cure rate. The paper suggested that a combination 
of hydroxychloroquine and the anti-bacterial medication azithromycin could be effective against 
COVID-19 (Gautret et al., 2020). On March 18, Gregory Rigano, one of the authors of the paper 
Musk had tweeted about, appeared on Laura Ingraham’s Fox News show to promote his paper. They 
took the opportunity to tout Raoult’s study, reinforcing the alt-science case for HCQ.

Why alt-science? First of all, despite his bold claims on HCQ efficacy, Raoult’s paper was harshly 
criticized in scientific circles for lack of methodological rigor (Grens, 2020). The day it was released, 
March 16, Anthony S. Fauci, one of the three members of President Trump’s Coronavirus Taskforce, 
said on the very same Fox News show that the study was ‘anecdotal’ from a scientific standpoint 
(Gabler & Keller, 2020).

Second, the main characters involved in the early promotion of chloroquine – Raoult, Rigano, 
and Musk – hold a track-record of scientific controversies. The French doctor, a populist in his own 
merit, has often used his popularity on social networks to criticize politicians and scientists (Sayare, 
2020), to promote climate skepticism (Raoult, 2013) and even to question the theory of evolution 
(Raoult, 2011). Rigano sparked controversy by claiming his pro-HCQ paper had been produced in 
consultation with the Stanford School of Medicine, which was later rebutted (Gallagher, 2020). Musk, 
once thought of as an environmental visionary, took a far-right turn – or, in his own words, “took the 
red pill” – as the pandemic broke out. On March 6, Musk’s infamous tweet “the coronavirus panic is 
dumb” (Musk, 2020) drew him closer to Trump and his supporters (Sanches, 2020). The three were 
later joined by celebrity surgeon and TV show host Dr. Mehmet Oz, who became the most prominent 
medical voice advocating HCQ on Fox News and elsewhere (Caulfield, 2020).

On March 19, the hydroxychloroquine alliance was finally set in motion as Donald Trump 
stepped up to declare, against his own top health advisor, that “chloroquine and hydroxychloroquine” 
had shown “very, very encouraging” early results. Eager to jump on Trump’s bandwagon, Brazilian 
president Jair Bolsonaro quickly (and enthusiastically) embraced the antimalarial elixir as a ‘potential 
cure’ for COVID-19 patients. On March 21, two days after the U.S. president mentioned HCQ for the 
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first time, Bolsonaro published a video on his social networks announcing that he had ordered the 
Army Laboratory to ramp up chloroquine production and Agência Nacional de Vigilância Sanitária 
(ANVISA) to ban the drug’s exports. He added that the Albert Einstein Israelite Hospital - Latin 
America’s best, where Bolsonaro was treated after being stabbed on the eve of the 2018 elections - had 
started clinical trials with very promising prospects (Bolsonaro, 2020a).

4. CASE STUDIES OF MEDICAL POPULIST RESPONSES TO COVID-19

Trump and Bolsonaro’s hydroxychloroquine advocacy may be explained as part of a medical populist 
performance. Both presidents wanted to dodge criticism on their early denial of the coronavirus’s 
gravity by politicizing the pandemic and offering the public a quick fix that seemed promising enough 
to justify its adoption despite lack of solid evidence. They also sought to strengthen their positions by 
joining forces with each other, on the one hand, and by amassing domestic support among prominent 
doctors and businesspeople, conservative politicians and media, and religious leaders, on the other. 
At the end of the day, foreign policy and health policies were directly impacted by this global medical 
populist response to COVID-19. In the following section, we will compare how those strategies have 
played out in the United States and Brazil.

4.1. The United States

Besides his populist, anti-intellectual and anti-scientific traits (Goodman, 2019), Trump’s attitudes 
towards HCQ may be understood by a short-term political calculation related to the November 
elections. The Trump administration’s positive economic record was one of his strongest electoral assets 
- just before the coronavirus swept across the U.S. and destroyed more than 20 million jobs between 
March and May (Morath, 2020). That explains why Trump’s first reaction before the COVID-19 
threat was to deny the gravity of the disease and criticize social distancing measures. While Trump 
has often boasted publicly that he had the situation under total control since the first COVID-19 was 
confirmed in the U.S., on January 21, he would only issue social distancing guidelines in mid-March 
(The White House, 2020).

As the U.S. economy plummeted and unemployment insurance claims hit a record high, the 
appearance of a ‘miraculous drug’ could be Trump’s redemption as the presidential race drew near. 
Drawing on Raoult’s updated study, published in the International Journal of Antimicrobial Agents on 
March 21, the U.S. president began touting the combination of hydroxychloroquine and azithromycin 
as “one of the biggest game changers in the history of medicine” (Trump, 2020a). A few days later, the 
International Society of Antimicrobial Chemotherapy (ISAC), which is responsible for the journal 
where Raoult’s research had been put out, issued a note saying the publication “does not meet the 
expected standard, especially relating to the lack of better explanations of the inclusion criteria and 
the triage of patients to ensure patient safety” (ISAC, 2020).

Early evidence of HCQ use against COVID-19 was promising but feeble. To prevent people from 
scrambling for the drug, immunologist Anthony Fauci, longtime director of the National Institute 
of Allergy and Infectious Diseases (NIAID) and one of the lead members of the White House 
Coronavirus Task Force, dismissed hydroxychloroquine benefits as ‘anecdotal’ in a plea for caution 
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(Flaherty & Phelps, 2020). Yet, Trump kept pushing the antimalarial drug. He ordered the Food and 
Drug Administration (FDA) to lift the ban on products from two of the local plants of India’s Ipca 
Laboratories, which had been charged with data manipulation, so that raw materials and HCQ tablets 
could be shipped to the U.S. (Palmer, 2020).

Trump’s sense of urgency led him to clash publicly with his top COVID-19 adviser. “I think Tony 
[Fauci] would disagree with me — but the reason I disagree with you is that we have a pandemic. We 
have people dying now.” (Trump, 2020b) The U.S. president was playing the card of what London 
and Kimmelman dubbed “pandemic research exceptionalism”, meaning that a public health crisis 
sometimes demands exceptions to high standards for quality, such as large randomized controlled 
trials. However, the authors argue that “rather than generating permission to carry out low-quality 
investigations, the urgency and scarcity of pandemics heighten the responsibility of key actors in the 
research enterprise to coordinate their activities to uphold the standards necessary to advance this 
mission” (London & Kimmelman, 2020).

As the clinical success of HCQ was a matter of political survival for Trump, he started a race 
against the clock. A week after his first tweet on hydroxychloroquine, the FDA issued an emergency 
authorization for experimental coronavirus treatments with the antimalarial drug. In the days that 
followed, the president reached out to business groups and the pro-Republican media. At a meeting 
with Oracle’s chairman Larry Ellison, who had recently hosted a fundraising event for Trump’s 
reelection campaign in California, they suggested creating a system based on Oracle’s database tools 
to track the use of chloroquine and hydroxychloroquine in COVID-19 treatments. In order to increase 
HCQ stocks at home, the U.S. government received donations from Novartis AG (30 million doses 
of hydroxychloroquine) and Bayer AG (1 million doses of chloroquine) (Edney, 2020).

Fox News has also joined Trump’s HCQ campaign. As Walker and Gogarty (2020) found, Fox 
News touted the drug approximately 300 times, between March 23 and April 6. Most mentions were 
made in popular shows as The Ingraham Angle (84 times), Fox & Friends (76 times), Hannity (53), 
and Tucker Carlson Tonight (22) (Gogarty & Walker, 2020). Trump has gone as far as having host 
Laura Ingraham and two physicians at the White House to promote HCQ (Washington Post, 2020).

On April 4, as the global crisis worsened and the demand for HCQ went through the roof, 
India’s Directorate General of Foreign Trade imposed a blanket ban on hydroxychloroquine and its 
formulations (Suneja, 2020), which would cut off half of U.S.’s supplies of the drug (Bloomberg, 2020). 
Since malaria is one of the country’s major public health problems, India holds the lion’s share of the 
hydroxychloroquine production market - manufacturing about 70 percent of the world’s supply - 
and exports $50 million worth of it every year (Balasubramanian, 2020). A few weeks before, Indian  
prime-minister Narendra Modi had already announced restrictions on exports, except on humanitarian 
grounds or for those who had made their advance payments in full.

At his daily briefing later that day, Trump said that he had spoken with Modi, asking him to release 
the amounts of HCQ the United States had ordered. Although there seemed to be nothing unusual 
with the reference to the Indian prime-minister, it was clear that Trump sought to raise the tone of 
his public appearances, as he admitted up to 200,000 people could die from the epidemic and added 
that his government would retaliate if “people” did not give Americans the masks they had bought 
(Trump, 2020). Modi promptly responded on his Twitter account: “Had an extensive telephone 
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conversation with President @realDonaldTrump. We had a good discussion, and agreed to deploy 
the full strength of the India-US partnership to fight COVID-19” (Modi, 2020).

But tides turned for India in a couple of days. In another press briefing, Trump said he would 
retaliate against Modi if he kept withholding supplies of HCQ for which the U.S., Brazil and other 
countries had placed advance orders: “If he doesn’t allow it to come out, that would be okay, but, of 
course, there may be retaliation. Why wouldn’t there be?” (Trump, 2020c). The US president’s threat 
caused shock and awe among the Indian public, since both populist radical right leaders enjoyed a 
blossoming relationship and had recently exchanged bilateral visits.

Hours after Trump’s public pressure, the Indian prime-minister lifted the ban on hydroxychloroquine 
(and paracetamol) for neighboring countries and “to some nations who have been particularly 
badly affected by the pandemic” in order to clear “all existing orders” (Basu, 2020). Following the 
new directives, Indian exports of HCQ would take place under two categories: commercial supply  
and humanitarian aid. While one of the purposes of such move was to increase India’s economic and 
political rivalry with China, which was under fire (particularly in the West) for its mismanagement 
and lack of transparency in handling the early stages of the outbreak (Mishra, 2020), the sudden rise of 
a ‘hydroxychloroquine alliance’ reinforced the strategies of some far-right populists across the world.

That explains those leaders’ enthusiasm toward India’s HCQ supplies. Trump celebrated Modi’s 
decision on Twitter: “Extraordinary times require even closer cooperation between friends. Thank 
you India and the Indian people for the decision on HCQ. Will not be forgotten! Thank you Prime 
Minister @NarendraModi.” (Trump, 2020d) The Indian prime-minister’s response pointed to the 
populist radical right alliance: “Times like these bring friends closer. The India-US partnership is 
stronger than ever” (Modi, 2020b). To the U.S., Trump’s remarks on possible retaliations following 
India’s export ban, as well as Modi’s immediate concession, have served to reaffirm American power 
- as well as Trump’s steadfastness - in face of China’s growing role in fighting the pandemic globally.

By advocating HCQ as a miraculous drug despite inconclusive clinical evidence (either for or 
against its use), Trump has reinforced his medical populist rhetoric that belittled the role of the ‘elitist’ 
scientific community and praised the ‘conventional wisdom’ of the average American. “So what do I 
know? I’m not a doctor. I’m not a doctor. But I have common sense” (Trump, 2020c), Trump bragged 
before the members of his own COVID-19 Task Force. Unsurprisingly, Trump’s attitudes against 
science sowed discord among the administration’s medical experts and led to a tug-of-war between 
the president and Dr. Fauci. To prove his point against research that alerted to the side effects and 
health risks of HCQ, Trump claimed he was taking the medicine preventively. “I take a pill every day. 
At some point I’ll stop. What I’d like to is I’d like to have the cure and or the vaccine and that’ll happen 
I think very soon. [...] It seems to have an impact, and maybe it does, maybe it doesn’t” (Crowley, 
Thomas & Haberman, 2020).

One must note, however, that Trump progressively abandoned his advocacy for HCQ as 
polls showed that the American public favored science, personified in Dr. Fauci, in fighting the 
COVID-19 as the number of deaths surpassed 100,000 in the U.S. by late May 2020 (Bump, 2020). In  
mid-June, the FDA revoked its emergency-use authorization for the two malaria drugs, claiming 
that it was “no longer reasonable to believe they may be effective in treating COVID-19” (Burton 
& Hopkins, 2020).
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4.2. Brazil

As social networks and Whatsapp groups were flooded with vague accounts of alleged beneficial effects 
of HCQ for treating COVID-19 patients, demand for the medication boomed in Brazilian drugstores 
(Oliva, 2019). The day after Trump’s public endorsement for the antimalarial drug, ANVISA included 
chloroquine and hydroxychloroquine in a list of controlled medicine (ANVISA, 2020). Bolsonaro’s 
tweet on the anti-malarial drug as a “possible cure” for the novel coronavirus only added to the craze 
in Brazil, as searches for CQ and HCQ on Google soared and the number of Twitter mentions grew 
exponentially (Spagnuolo & Orrico, 2020).

Fact-checking agency Aos Fatos showed how false reports and misinformation spread quickly 
on social networks after Bolsonaro’s announcement, jumping from 8 to 45 percent of Brazil’s most 
popular shared tweets. One of the most recurring lies claimed that hydroxychloroquine had proven 
efficacy in treating COVID-19 patients (Fávero & Libório, 2020).

As in the United States, Bolsonaro has embarked on a daily journey to convince the public 
opinion of HCQ benefits, while bashing social distancing measures implemented by state governors 
and some big-city mayors. With his popularity hitting all-time lows as he entered his second year 
in office, Bolsonaro feared that the economic slowdown could undermine his short-term political 
capital even further (Vilardaga, 2020).

If HCQ was the lifeline to the president’s political survival, he also wanted to reassemble his 
political base by resorting to economic populism to pit his supporters - especially small and large 
business people, and informal and autonomous workers, who were suffering the immediate effects 
of lockdown and distancing policies - against governors, lawmakers, and the mainstream press. By 
manifesting his indignation at state governors, who did not want to include religious activities as 
essential services, Bolsonaro also reached out to the powerful pentecostal leaders who have long 
supported him. 

As a sign of faith in the miraculous powers of HCQ, the Brazilian president even displayed a box 
of Reuquinol by his side during his participation in the G-20 teleconference on March 26 (Andrade, 
2020). That is the brand name of hydroxychloroquine manufactured by Apsen, whose CEO Renato 
Spallicci is an ardent supporter of the Bolsonaro administration and often defends the president 
on social media. Meanwhile, Bolsonaro requested the Brazilian Chamber of Foreign Trade to 
eliminate import taxes on chloroquine, azithromycin, and raw materials and ordered the Army Lab 
to manufacture 1 million doses of HCQ (Waltemberg & Valeda, 2020).

It was not long before Bolsonaro’s aggressive advocacy of the malaria drug sparked tensions 
in his own cabinet. Brazil’s Health Minister Henrique Mandetta, who had received early praise for 
mobilizing Brazil’s universal healthcare system (SUS, in the acronym in Portuguese) and supporting 
social distancing measures, began alerting the population of the risks of self-administering 
hydroxychloroquine as it could cause severe heart problems. Mandetta’s defense of ‘science’ to guide 
policy-making in the COVID-19 fight came much to the president’s chagrin, as Bolsonaro, like Trump, 
was waving the flag of “pandemic research exceptionalism”. Bolsonaro responded as he did with 
other ministers who had also left the government: reaffirmed that he was the one in charge, isolated 
and challenged the minister in public events and meetings, while the president’s supporters began 
attacking Mandetta’s reputation on social media (Amado, 2020a).
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Between late March and early April, a vast network of pro-Bolsonaro public figures and lawmakers 
was formed around the promotion of HCQ, based on a partial research undertaken by the Prevent 
Senior operator (which sells health insurance for the elderly and has a hospital in São Paulo) that 
allegedly showed positive therapeutic results1. An op-ed written by Helio Beltrão (Beltrão, 2020), 
chair of the libertarian Brazilian Mises Institute, and an interview given by University of São Paulo 
virologist Paolo Zanotto to the far-right website Brasil Sem Medo quickly became staples among the 
president’s supporters. Echoing Bolsonaro’s narrative, their chief claim was that medical and scientific 
communities refrained from adopting HCQ protocols on ideological grounds. “If chloroquine was 
called [former president] Lula’s drug, not Bolsonaro’s or Trump’s, I assure it would be a success”, said 
Zanotto (Briguet, 2020a).

On April 4, Beltrão, one of the most vocal supporters of over-the-counter commercialization 
of HCQ, made a live broadcast with a Prevent Senior manager, Dr. Pedro Batista, Jr., and virology 
professor Zanotto (Beltrão, 2020b). They wanted to transform Prevent Senior’s protocol into a national 
one, along the lines of what Bolsonaro had advocated from the start. They also took the opportunity 
to bash Health Minister Mandetta, who had authorized the supervised use of HCQ in patients with 
severe conditions, but was not willing to adopt the early use of the drug before more robust research 
came out.

The clash between the president and his top health advisor reached a peak on April 12, when 
Mandetta gave an interview on Globo TV Network - one of Bolsonaro’s declared enemies - standing 
up for social isolation and complaining that Brazilians were lost as to they should listen to, the 
health officials or the president. By then, it seemed clear that the minister’s days were counted. More 
specifically, it took four days for him to be sacked. But Mandetta did not leave office without making 
public that, the week before, Bolsonaro had secretly pressured him to sign a decree changing HCQ’s 
prescription leaflet to include recommendations for COVID-19 (GZH, 2020). Together with the 
president were anesthesiologist Luciano Azevedo, who is known for his ultraconservative militancy, 
and immunologist Nise Yamaguchi, who also campaigned for hydroxychloroquine in the media, 
including some far-right websites (Briguet, 2020b).

Although those two pro-chloroquine doctors were among Mandetta’s likely successors, Bolsonaro 
ended up appointing a former campaign advisor, physician and businessman Nelson Teich. He was 
considered a ‘less controversial’ name in the medical community and seemed to support some of 
Bolsonaro’s ideas on how to tackle the crisis (Vargas & Soares, 2020). However, Teich’s reluctance to 
adopt HCQ in the national protocols without scientific backing and to speak against social distancing 
made him one of the shortest-lived ministers in Brazil’s recent history, lasting for less than a month 
in office (Souza, Lima, Cardim & Soares, 2020).

Tensions between the president and the Ministry of Health only allayed when Bolsonaro decided  
he would keep the interim minister, Army General Eduardo Pazzuello, to make sure hydroxychloroquine 
would be included in the national treatment protocol for all COVID-19 patients. Besides adopting 
a new protocol on May 20, which came under heavy congressional protest, Pazzuello appointed 13 

1 The study has been described by French geneticist Gaetan Burgio as follows: “this is really really bad study and awful science” (Burgio, 
2020).
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Army officers to top positions in the ministry. Neither him nor his direct aides have specific medical 
training or previous experience in health policy-making (Amado, 2020b).

A last note on Bolsonaro’s medical populism refers to the religious underpinnings of his HCQ 
approach. Bolsonaro’s appeal to Christians has always been an important element of his popularity, 
which may explain his permanent reference to Biblical verses and his close relationship with Evangelical 
leaders, some of whom have been staunch chloroquine advocates (Casarões, 2020). Unsurprisingly, 
disinformation campaigns on the COVID-19 pandemic have either begun or gained momentum in 
religious networks (Machado et al., 2020).

The religious leanings of Bolsonaro’s medical populist performance has both domestic politics and 
foreign policy implications. After being tested positive for COVID-19, on July 7, president Bolsonaro 
announced he was taking chloroquine as part of his treatment. Over that day, he mentioned the 
medicine 17 times as a potential cure for the disease. In the weeks that followed, he appeared a few 
times lifting a box of chloroquine before huge crowds, which hailed the drug as some sort of religious 
symbol – reinforcing Bolsonaro’s own messianic character (Sakamoto, 2020).

Finally, on the global stage, the Brazilian president followed Trump’s steps and thanked  
prime-minister Modi on his social networks after the Indian prime-minister lifted the export ban. 
Bolsonaro’s letter of gratitude to the Indian government invoked religious elements that speak to both 
leaders’ populist strategies in an unusual comparison between the Hindu epic Ramayana and the Bible: 
“Just as Lord Hanuman brought the holy medicine from the Himalayas to save the life of Lord Rama’s 
brother Lakshmana, and Jesus healed those who were sick and restored the sight to Bartimeu, India and 
Brazil will overcome this global crisis by joining forces and sharing blessings for the sake of all peoples” 
(The Hindu, 2020). A few months later, on May 31, Bolsonaro again expressed Brazil’s gratitude for the 
U.S. act of solidarity. No longer interested in touting HCQ, Trump had decided to deliver two million 
doses of the medicine ‘to the Brazilian people’ (Ministério das Relações Exteriores, 2020).

5. FINAL REMARKS

Even though the use of hydroxychloroquine has become an important instrument of far-right 
populists all across the globe, it has played different domestic and international roles. Thanks to the  
power-concentrating nature of presidents (as opposed to the political constraints of the parliamentary 
systems of India, Israel, or Hungary), Trump and Bolsonaro have been able to fully exert the strategies 
and performances of medical populism. They have persistently touted HCQ in spite of feeble 
scientific evidence, in an attempt to garner and secure political support by pitting the masses (or ‘the 
people’) against doctors, mainstream scientists, and public health authorities (or ‘the establishment’). 
Hydroxychloroquine seemed like the perfect populist tool not only because of promising prospects, 
but especially due to the fact that it emerged from, and helped foster, a far-reaching alt-science 
movement, in an unusual alliance between Silicon Valley entrepreneurs, the far-right media, and 
maverick scientists such as Didier Raoult, whose views on HCQ have validated efforts by local agents, 
such as Brazil’s Prevent Senior operator and several Bolsonaro supporters.

The urge in seeking a solution for the COVID-19 outbreak and the populist tendency to offer 
simple solutions to complex problems led leaders in Brazil and the U.S. to run counter to expert 
advice, as it became clear in the clashes between Trump and Dr. Anthony Fauci and Bolsonaro and 
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his two health ministers, Mandetta and Teich, with dramatic policy implications. It also led those 
leaders to form an overarching alliance of far-right influencers, businesspeople and leaders, which 
has also included India, whose prime-minister wanted to position himself as the world’s key medicine 
supplier to fight the global pandemic, and Israel, whose prime-minister used HCQ as a sign of his 
steadfast leadership as he tried to form a new government.
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