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Abstract 

Echo chambers regarding a variety of topics exist all over the internet. The most dangerous of 

these echo chambers facilitate both the spread and persistence of misinformation. An example of 

this is the Flat Earth theory. Flat earth theory refers to the belief that the true shape of the earth 

is flat and that there is a conspiracy to conceal this fact from the public. Through the use of echo 

chambers, individuals insulate themselves from contrary points of view. Mechanisms such as 

selective exposure to content and partisan filtering lead people to believe information that could 

be harmful to themselves or others. Flat earth theorists who inhabit echo chambers further 

perpetuate the chambers through personality traits, such as antisocialness, that restrict the 

introduction of new information to the group. The individuals in a chamber and the mechanisms 

of the chamber itself form a positive feedback loop that creates hard-to-change opinions based 

on information from dubious sources. Echo chambers are detrimental to traditional belief-

forming strategies and require further examination in order to prevent their use.  

Introduction 

The power of the internet has achieved wonders for society in connecting people and 

enabling the spreading of ideas across the globe. However, this connectivity comes with the 

unintended consequence of facilitating the spread of conspiratorial beliefs. Groups of conspiracy 

theorists have clustered together on various web pages and social media sites in order to form 

echo chambers. Echo chambers are defined as “homogeneous and polarized communities” in 

Michela Del Vicario et al.’s “The spreading of misinformation online.” People use these echo 



 

chambers as launching points to proliferate belief in various conspiracy theories. An example of 

this proliferation of belief is the Flat Earth theorists, who use these chambers to hold onto their 

beliefs despite the existence of contrary information. Flat Earth theory is the belief that the earth 

is flat, which opposes the conventional wisdom that states the earth is round. Modern Flat Earth 

beliefs typically stem from the beliefs and experiments of Samuel Birley Rowbotham, an English 

inventor from the early nineteenth century (“Flat”). An important aspect of Flat Earth theorists is 

their commitment to free thinking, best demonstrated by a quote from their website: “The Flat 

Earth Society mans the guns against oppression of thought and the Globularist lies of a new age. 

Standing with reason we offer a home to those wayward thinkers that march bravely on with 

REASON and TRUTH in recognizing the TRUE shape of the Earth - Flat.” (“Flat”). These 

factors, along with Flat Earth theorists’ internet use, make them a good case study for the subject 

of echo chambers. How do online echo chambers reinforce belief in conspiracy theories like Flat 

Earth? The fundamental mechanisms of the creation and maintenance of echo chambers are the 

same mechanisms that allow echo chambers to contribute so much to conspiracy belief. The case 

study of Flat Earth theory is an effective example of conspiracy theorists using echo chambers, 

since many online communities that act as echo chambers support Flat Earth theory. If online 

communities act as echo chambers for ideas that support Flat Earth theory, then they contribute 

to the theory through the same mechanisms that sustain the echo chambers. Through these 

mechanisms, individuals can gain maladaptive belief-forming strategies that only focus on 

supporting information. This makes their misinformed beliefs difficult to correct. In this paper I 

will analyze echo chambers as they relate to the proliferation of Flat Earth theory. I will discuss 

what echo chambers are and how they form, how echo chambers maintain themselves, and why 

they are an issue. 



 

The basics of echo chambers and how they form 

One of the internet’s greatest strengths is its ability to transmit information quickly and 

efficiently between users. Flat Earth echo chambers use that strength to diffuse both information 

and misinformation. Del Vicario et al. discusses one of the key ideas behind selective exposure, 

“users mostly tend to select and share content related to a specific narrative and to ignore the 

rest.” (Del Vicario et al. 558). Del Vicario et al.’s research shows that selective exposure is an 

important factor in the diffusion of conspiracy information. Individuals tend to focus on 

information that confirms their beliefs and only share information with other users if it coincides 

with both of their beliefs. This information spreads, shuttling among individual users and among 

various echo chambers. The internet’s ability to easily chain together ideas bolsters this spread of 

information, as reported in “Mimesis and Conspiracy: Bureaucracy, New Media and the 

Infrastructural Forms of Doubt” by Micheal Vine and Matthew Carey. Vine and Carey write, 

“There is always one more link to click, one more connection to make – a fact captured in the 

anxious image of the bottomless ‘rabbit hole’ that proliferates wildly within conspiracist 

discourse.” (Vine and Carey 60). The very nature of the internet-- and social media in particular-

- facilitates this “rabbit hole” effect, in which sources that support conspiracy theories connect 

more effectively and send unsuspecting individuals spiraling down a hole of misinformation. 

These two ideas work in concert through echo chambers to proliferate belief in Flat Earth.  The 

Flat Earth Society’s official web page demonstrates this effect. On the home page, there are links 

to other Flat Earth echo chambers, such as the official Flat Earth wikipedia page (See Fig. 1 

below). Easy access between these various homogenous clusters allows information to spread 

quickly through them and their members, all while reinforcing this information. However, in 



 

order for this reinforcement and spread of information to take place, people must establish the 

echo chambers first. 

Many factors can contribute to the creation of echo chambers, including the personalities 

of the individuals involved. In “Personality Traits and Echo Chambers on Facebook,” Alessandro 

Bessi finds that, “Rather, our analysis suggests that the presence of specific personality traits in 

individuals lead to their considerable involvement in supporting narratives inside virtual echo 

chambers.” (Bessi 323). The fact that a significant number of theorists involved in these echo 

chambers share personality traits agrees with findings by Del Vicario et al.: “In particular, we 

show that social homogeneity is the primary driver of content diffusion, and one frequent result 

is the formation of homogeneous, polarized clusters.” (Del Vicario et al. 558). The specifics of 

these personality traits matter less than the fact that they are similar. Bessi and Del Vicario et 

al.’s findings confirm that social homogeneity and homogenous polarized clusters are just other 

terms for echo chambers. Therefore, it is the integration of similar personality traits and similar 

beliefs that creates echo chambers. This also contributes to the main mechanism that allows echo 

chambers to exist: their cyclical nature of reinforcement.  

How echo chambers facilitate belief 

Claims are usually supported with well-reasoned facts, but conspiracy theorists’ claims 

usually do not rely on strong facts. Instead, they rely on another tactic: repetition. The term 

“echo chamber” itself points to this tactic and the self-confirming nature of conspiracy theories. 

In “Echoes of a Conspiracy: Birthers, Truthers, and the Cultivation of Extremism” by Benjamin 

R. Warner and Ryan Neville-Shepard, the authors use echo chambers as examples of places that 

allow theorists to expose themselves to only reinforcing messages and ignore contrary or 

potentially debunking ideas (Warner and Neville-Shepard 4). Through this mechanism of 



 

reinforcement, echo chambers facilitate the cascades of misinformation outlined previously in 

the experiments conducted in “The Spreading of Misinformation online”. As previously stated, 

Del Vicario et al. found that through the spread of conspiratorial information, people can create 

echo chambers that reinforce that information. After they create the echo chambers, those who 

exist in these chambers use selective exposure to ignore opposing points of view and focus on 

reinforcing beliefs. Any new information that individuals find or create in one echo chamber can 

then flow into other echo chambers. This new information reinforces these chambers and creates 

new chambers as well. This cycle creates a positive feedback loop that can reassert any 

previously-made claims and facilitate the proliferation of the particular conspiracy theory. The 

closed-off nature of echo chambers that insulates theorists from conflicting points of view 

preserves this loop nature.  

While echo chambers may be connected to each other, there is often a disconnect 

between them and any information that may conflict with them. Del Vicario et al.’s research 

found that “Users tend to aggregate in communities of interest, which causes reinforcement and 

fosters confirmation bias, segregation, and polarization.” (Del Vicario et al. 558). The key word 

in this quote is “segregation”-- theorists use echo chambers to separate themselves from 

conflicting ideas. The danger of any echo chamber is directly related to its ability to shelter its 

users from contrary points of view. Warner and Neville-Shepard define selective exposure as the 

action of a theorist to avoid exposure to certain evidence that disproves their beliefs (Warner and 

Neville-Shepard 4). This concept is also in Alessandro Bessi’s “Science Vs Conspiracy: 

Collective Narratives in the Age of (mis)information.” He writes, “In particular, we measure 

commenting activity of polarized users on the opposite category, finding that polarized users of 

conspiracy news are more focused on posts of their community and their attention is more 



 

oriented to diffuse conspiracy contents.” (Bessi 9). Although Bessi does not use the term 

“selective exposure,” his finding that conspiracy users tend to focus inwards supports it.   

Echo chambers facilitate the ability to hide away in one of these communities and ignore 

opposing points of view. If selective exposure fails and conflicting information subsequently 

enters an echo chamber, a different mechanism, partisan filtering, maintains the chamber’s 

integrity. Partisan filtering is the process of dismissing contrary beliefs and only focusing on 

evidence that confirms one’s beliefs (Warner and Neville-Shepard 4). Both mechanisms-- 

selective exposure and partisan filtering-- allow theories like Flat Earth to preserve themselves 

despite the existence and availability of contrary evidence. The forums section of the Flat Earth 

Society webpage shows these mechanisms in action. In the forums section, one can see selective 

exposure in the way in which there is only one forum post dedicated to debating Flat Earth and 

multiple forum posts dedicated to discussing supporting ideas (See Fig. 2 below). Additionally, 

the website states that it heavily moderates the one forum post that actually debates the theory 

(“Flat”). Although this debate forum portrays itself as an argument against the existence of an 

echo chamber, it is a clever way to contain contrary viewpoints in one area of the chamber. This 

makes it easy for the majority of theorists to use selective exposure to maintain the integrity of 

their beliefs. Select individuals such as moderators, who are most likely strong believers, later 

engage in partisan filtering to dismiss the contrary information they see as they mediate the 

forums. One of the ways in which echo chambers are established, through personality traits, 

supports the idea of selective exposure.  

The mechanisms that lead to the creation of echo chambers are also important in 

maintaining them. Del Vicario et al. explains that selective exposure is also a potential 

mechanism in the formation of echo chambers, “Selective exposure to content is the primary 



 

driver of content diffusion and generates the formation of homogeneous clusters, i.e., ‘echo 

chambers.’” (Del Vicario et al. 554). The power of selective exposure forms these clusters 

around related ideas but there are more similarities between individuals in these clusters than just 

their shared ideologies. In “Personality Traits and Echo Chambers on Facebook,” Bessi analyzes 

the personality traits of echo chamber participants: 

Our results show that, in both echo chambers, the dominant personality model is 

“nynny”, pointing out the strong prevalence of individuals that enjoy interactions with 

close friends (low extraversion), are emotionally stable (high emotional stability), 

suspicious and antagonistic towards others (low agreeableness), engage in antisocial 

behavior (low conscientiousness), and have unconventional interests (high openness). 

(Bessi 321) 

Specifically, the low extraversion, agreeableness, and conscientiousness point to a mechanism 

for maintaining selective exposure. These traits suggest individuals who have engaged in 

minimal amounts of social interactions with other people and, because of this, are unlikely to 

encounter the potentially differing viewpoints of those people. This serves as a mechanism to 

maintain their selective exposure.  

Why is maintenance of selective exposure so important? Del Vicario et al. elaborates that 

selective exposure is important in establishing and maintaining echo chambers (Del Vicario et al. 

554). However, the concept of selective exposure alone does not explain fully how echo 

chambers function. In “Conspiracy Theories: Causes and Cures*,” Cass R. Sunstein and Adrian 

Vermeule discuss a more specific way in which selective exposure can act: 



 

  For most of what they believe that they know, human beings lack personal or 

direct information; they must rely on what other people think. In some domains, people 

suffer from a “crippled epistemology,” in the sense that they know very few things, and 

what they know is wrong. Many extremists fall in this category; their extremism stems 

not from irrationality, but from the fact that they have little (relevant) information, and 

their extremist views are supported by what little they know (Sunstein and Vermeule 

211-212) 

Sunstein and Vermeule’s concept of “crippled epistemology” gives a much more complete view 

of how selective exposure is important in conspiratorial belief. “Crippled epistemology” adds a 

potential mechanism for the establishment of selective exposure, since it explores how 

individuals form beliefs based on little information that could easily be wrong. Today, due to the 

hyper connectivity the internet gives the average individual, it seems almost impossible to live in 

the kind of bubble that prevents a person from being introduced to a variety of viewpoints. 

Sunstein and Vermeule’s point that most people rely on others to give them information helps 

remedy this misconception. The fact that people only rarely use direct information to form 

opinions makes selective exposure a more believable concept because conspiracy theorists’ 

social groups and echo chambers can insulate them from contrary information. Insulation is 

prevalent in one of the first websites that The Flat Earth Society webpage recommends, The Flat 

Earth Wiki. This wiki is a massive database of articles pertaining to the Flat Earth debate that is 

produced and curated by Flat Earth theorists. The site states its self-regulation on the home page, 

“Welcome to the Flat Earth Wiki, otherwise known as The FEW - a collaborative resource 

maintained by the Flat Earth Society!” (“The Flat Earth Wiki”). Due to this self-regulation, the 

wiki is a perfect breeding ground for the “crippled epistemology” outlined above. Any 



 

information on the wiki is already second-hand information so the theorists using it are never 

exposed to primary sources. In addition to its ability to contribute to theorist’s “crippled 

epistemology,” the wiki is a large source of misinformation that helps reinforce Flat Earth belief. 

Through these mechanisms echo chambers create a breeding ground for not just incorrect but 

also potentially harmful information. 

What makes online conspiracy echo chambers dangerous? 

While many online echo chambers exist, what makes them dangerous is the quality of 

information that circulates through and from them. Echo chambers are places were one set of 

beliefs reigns supreme and other beliefs are not tolerated. However, it is important to note that 

echo chambers are not limited to conspiratorial beliefs. Alessandro Bessi investigates two 

different echo chambers, one about conspiracies and the other about science news:  

In particular, we focus on users commenting posts published by US Facebook pages 

supporting the scientific narrative (Science) and the conspiracy-like one (Conspiracy). 

We choose to consider these specific narratives for two main reasons: a) Science and 

Conspiracy are two very distinct and conflicting narratives; b) scientific pages share the 

main mission to diffuse scientific knowledge on the most recent research findings e.g. the 

discovery of gravitational waves and the Higgs boson, whereas conspiracy-like pages 

diffuse myth narratives, hoaxes, false news, and controversial information designed to 

replace scientific evidence e.g. the absence of a link between HIV and AIDS and the 

causal relationship between vaccines and autism. (Bessi 320) 



 

These were identified as echo chambers due to their polarized nature, highly similar content, and 

ability to spread information through their users. What divides these two echo chambers is the 

quality of information they spread. 

Del Vicario et al. discusses the nature of the information and how its spread differs 

between the two types of echo chambers: “…conspiracy theories simplify causation, reduce the 

complexity of reality, and are formulated in a way that is able to tolerate a certain level of 

uncertainty. On the other hand, scientific information disseminates scientific advances and 

exhibits the process of scientific thinking.” (Del Vicario et al. 554). Information spread through 

conspiracy echo chambers have few facts, relative to science echo chambers, to support its 

claims.  This means that the information that circulates through conspiracy chambers has a 

higher chance of being false. In addition, Del Vicario et al. also finds that the way in which 

people spread conspiracy-related information is also significantly different. “Science news is 

usually assimilated, i.e., it reaches a higher level of diffusion, quickly, and a longer lifetime does 

not correspond to a higher level of interest. Conversely, conspiracy rumors are assimilated more 

slowly and show a positive relation between lifetime and size,” (Del Vicario et al. 558). While 

the spread of conspiracy information is hard to see in Flat Earth due to a limited number of 

sources compared to the above experiments, one can still see the nature of the information within 

the conspiracy. Del Vicario et al.’s analysis of conspiracy echo chambers finds that they tend to 

simplify the argument. A perfect example of this is on the Flat Earth Societies website, “What Is 

Gravity? Gravity as a theory is false. Objects simply fall,” (“Flat”). People may think that, 

compared to science echo chambers, conspiracy echo chambers are more damaging. However, 

the echo chamber’s topic is not the only important difference between the two. The location, 

either online or in-person, of the echo chambers is also important. 



 

In a recent study on echo chambers, “The Geographic Embedding of Online Echo 

Chambers: Evidence from the Brexit Campaign,” Marco Bastos et al. explains how physical 

proximity plays a role in influencing online echo chambers. Discussing echo chambers affiliated 

with Brexit, Marco Bastons et al. writes, “This is nonetheless in line with the hypothesis that 

physical social networks are likely to have spilled-over to online debate. The fundamental 

differences in echo-chambers in the Leave and Remain campaigns correspond to the 

demographic makeup of their social networks…” (Bastos et al. 13). This study offers another 

way to examine echo chambers-- by looking at them online and finding if they may have a basis 

in the physical world. Although physical echo chambers do exist, this thesis focuses on those that 

exist online due to how effective they are at generating and maintaining an individual’s 

conspiratorial belief. One can see a good example of this effectiveness on the Flat Earth 

Society’s webpage. On one page there is a register of all of the society’s members and where 

most of them live. It is apparent that members are from all over the world, rather than from a 

limited geographic region like they would be in the case of a physical echo chamber. The power 

of the internet allows for connections like these and facilitates the continuation these members’ 

beliefs by giving them access to other like-minded individuals. Additionally, it allows them to 

retreat to online echo chambers whenever they are presented with contrary information, 

regardless of physical location. This is not possible with a physical echo chamber. While online 

conspiracy echo chambers in particular are more damaging than physical echo chambers, these 

concepts alone do not fully account for the dangers of echo chambers. The true danger of echo 

chambers is their ability to convince theorists that they are freethinkers standing against the 

oppressive scientist elite. Populism aids this facet of echo chambers. 



 

Populism has been increasing in recent politics and a belief in populism’s core tenets can 

also lead to an increased belief in conspiracies. Populism is defined in Silva et al.’s “The Elite Is 

Up to Something: Exploring the Relation Between Populism and Belief in Conspiracy Theories” 

as “...having at least two identifiable core characteristics–it emphasizes the central role of ‘the 

people’ in politics and is heavily critical of ‘the elite’” (Silva et al. 424). Flat Earth belief blends 

together these core characteristics in relation to science instead of politics. The Flat Earth Wiki 

(FEW) shows this science populism best: 

We, editors of the FEW, hope that you find the truth and erudition of these works, as so 

many before you have. Within these digital pages you can expect to find the scepticism 

and understanding needed to break free from the constraints of conventional dogmatic 

thinking and brave the pioneering waters of true science and learning. (“Flat Earth Wiki”)  

The people’s quest for the truth and taking a stand against the dogmatic thinking of the elite fills 

Flat Earth rhetoric. Populist belief correlates with belief in conspiracies. “It shows how 

individuals who are more susceptible to populism tend to believe in the existence of malevolent 

global conspiracies and control of information.” (Silvia et al. 431). Through this correlation 

between populism and conspiratorial beliefs and the strong populist rhetoric found on Flat Earth 

websites, one can theorize that populism contributes heavily to Flat Earth belief. 

 How does the Flat Earth theorists’ use of populism relate to echo chambers? Flat Earthers 

view themselves as champions of freethinking who stand against the lies of the elite scientists. 

For Flat Earthers, Flat Earth belief is about the right to find their own truth. Populism is how they 

find that truth. However, this noble pursuit of knowledge is an ignorant belief. Instead of acting 

as a mechanism that encourages free thought, populism is just another mechanism that facilitates 

echo chambers. In “Right Wing Populism in the West: Social Media Discourse and Echo 



 

Chambers” Majid Khosravinik shows this connection, “given the nature of populist nationalist 

discourse and strategies, the new digital participatory technology is an apt space for construction, 

promotion and dissemination of exclusionary nationalist discourses across geopolitical contexts.” 

(Khosravinik 63). Del Vicario et al.’s findings that “homogeneity appears to be the primary 

driver for the diffusion of contents” found in echo chambers reinforces “exclusionary nationalist 

discourse” (Del Vicario et al. 554). This implies that, in order for information to be propagated 

through an echo chamber, it must be similar to or in support of preexisting beliefs. If Flat Earth 

were truly about free thinking, then it would support diverse and differing viewpoints. Instead, 

both the populist ideas that Flat Earthers champion and the echo chambers they frequent focus 

exclusively on reinforcing beliefs.   

Preventing the Spread of Echo Chambers 

The danger of echo chambers and how they eschew the conventional method of forming 

beliefs through closed-mindedness is an issue that people should not dismiss and which requires 

further moderation. Although Flat Earth belief is unlikely to harm theorists there are many other 

conspiracy theories that pose a greater threat to their believers. An example of this is the recent 

anti-vaccination (anti-vax) movement wherein parents forgo vaccinating their children due to the 

fear that the vaccines will give them autism. This has led to a major increase in preventable 

diseases in children and even deaths. Online echo chambers filled with like-minded individuals 

support these theorists’ misguided beliefs in the same ways that online echo chambers support 

Flat Earth theorists. Once people form the echo chambers, selective exposure allows them to 

isolate their community from any contrary information. This community isolation creates a place 

where anything can make sense, since there is nothing to contradict it. These echo chambers are 

not limited to only conspiracy theories; any topic can undergo this self-confirming effect. The 



 

increase in echo chambers throughout the internet facilitates the spread of misinformation to 

almost every topic. Through this mechanism, people ignore logical belief-forming methods and 

readily accept misinformation as the truth. People need to stop this trend and education is the 

first step. Awareness of echo chambers can help individuals recognize the threat they pose and 

choose to avoid them, preventing more people from falling for their misinformation. 
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