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DEDICATION

To my father, who passed down a deep disdain for lies dressed as truth.

And to my mother, who gave me the love of words that led me here.
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​​AUTHOR’S NOTE
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This book was not written to ridicule belief, nor to score points

in a culture war. It was written to understand how certain ideas

take hold, how they persist, and why they can feel convincing

even when the evidence beneath them is thin or absent.

Flat Earth belief is often treated as a joke, a curiosity, or a

harmless oddity. That dismissal misses the point. The real

subject of this book is not the shape of the Earth, but the

persuasive systems that allow demonstrably false ideas to

survive, spread, and profit in a modern, connected world. Flat

Earth serves here as a case study—an unusually clear one—

through which broader patterns of rhetoric, identity, and belief

formation can be examined.

Throughout these pages, I focus less on what people believe and

more on how belief is constructed and defended. Language,

narrative framing, repetition, community reinforcement, and

appeals to certainty matter as much as facts—often more.

Evidence alone rarely changes minds. Stories do.

This work approaches its subject with care. Many who encounter

Flat Earth ideas are not foolish, malicious, or intellectually lazy.

They are responding to persuasive messages that speak to

genuine human needs: belonging, certainty, control, and

meaning. Understanding those forces is not an act of

endorsement, but a prerequisite for honest engagement.

At the same time, this book does not pretend that all claims are

equally valid. Scientific knowledge is not a belief system in the

rhetorical sense explored here; it is a method—imperfect, self-

correcting, and grounded in evidence and open to revision.

Distinguishing between methods of inquiry and methods of

persuasion is central to the analysis that follows.

If this book has a purpose beyond explanation, it is this: to make

persuasion visible. Once rhetorical mechanisms are seen clearly,

they lose much of their power. Certainty becomes something toexamine rather than surrender to, and belief becomes something we can hold thoughtfully instead of defensively. 

This is not a book about winning arguments. It is a book about understanding how arguments win us.
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​​The Curious Case of a Flat World
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Some ideas endure not because they are true, but because they are told well. Flat Earth belief is one of the clearest examples of how a story — told with conviction, repeated often enough, and wrapped in the right words — can take on a life of its own.

This book does not aim to ridicule or dismiss those who believe differently — nor does it settle for simply calling their claims “wrong” and moving on. Instead, it examines both the evidence and the rhetoric behind Flat Earth belief, showing why the scientific case for a globe holds — and how language, story, and strategy have kept the Flat Earth narrative alive despite that evidence.

At first glance, the idea seems strange — even laughable. After all, a flat, stationary Earth defies both what we’ve learned and what we can see with our own eyes. Yet beneath the smirks and eye-rolls lies something harder to ignore: a growing movement, passionately defended, skillfully argued, and more influential than it might first appear.

The gravity of belief isn’t always rational. People don’t cling to the Flat Earth because they’ve carefully weighed the evidence — they cling to it because it feels right to them. Identity, emotion, and mistrust pull harder than proof. Many find in this belief a sense of control, a place to belong, and a narrative that feels simpler than the messy, complicated truth.

Belief does not have to be true to be persuasive — and that is what makes it worth studying. By seeing how Flat Earth language works, we can begin to see how all kinds of ideas, good and bad, can take hold and endure. Sometimes, the map distorts the territory — and what feels like discovery turns out to be delusion.

In The Echo Chamber Evangelists: Beyond the Vanishing Point of Belief, we’ll uncover how this belief is built — not by accident, but through a deliberate mix of language, narrative, and repetition. We’ll see how it spreads — not despite our modern world, but because of how we connect, share, and persuade today. And along the way, we’ll see what this phenomenon reveals about our shared human need for meaning, belonging, and certainty.

Throughout these pages, we will explore questions like:

Why are some people drawn to ideas that promise a deeper, hidden understanding of the world?

How do words and community create a sense of who we are — and where we belong?

What makes stories that clearly define good and bad feel more compelling?

How do familiar phrases and shared spaces — online and off — turn doubt into certainty?

And how does belief become a business — and what does that reveal about those who sell it?

Words have power — more than we often realize. They can comfort or divide, inspire or mislead, reveal or obscure. In the chapters ahead, we’ll see how Flat Earth has become something much larger than a question of maps or models: a story that persuades, endures, and even profits. By understanding its rhetoric, you may begin to recognize the same strategies at work all around you — and gain a clearer view of how language quietly shapes the way we believe.

Let’s step carefully, and critically, beyond the vanishing point.
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​​Chapter 1 — In the Beginning: The Flat Earth Story
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Every belief begins as a story. To understand the belief, we must first hear the story. 

Before we can understand how Flat Earth belief persists today, we must first know where it began — and how it evolved over the centuries. This chapter traces the story of how people have imagined the Earth’s shape, from ancient myths to modern movements. It shows how powerful narratives of meaning and belonging often outweigh the slow accumulation of evidence. By seeing how these stories took hold and endured, we can better understand why they still resonate — and why the shape of the Earth remains, for some, a matter of identity rather than fact.
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​​Horizons of Belief: Ancient Cosmologies


[image: ]




From humanity’s earliest recorded stories, the cosmos was imagined as a vast, orderly stage—flat, stable, and profoundly meaningful. In ancient Mesopotamia, as early as the 3rd millennium BCE, inscriptions and myths described a level Earth encircled by a cosmic ocean (the Apsu) and covered by a solid dome that held back the celestial waters above (Krupp, 1997; Nardo, 2004). This model, supported by unseen pillars or floating atop primordial waters, was more than a map of geography; it was a sacred structure, giving shape to the divine order of gods and mortals alike (Long, 2011).

Egyptian thought in the 2nd millennium BCE envisioned a similar but uniquely personified world. The sky arched overhead as the goddess Nut, her star-strewn body spanning the flat land represented by Geb, while the sun god Ra sailed his boat across the heavens each day (Hart, 1990; Pinch, 2004). Here too the Earth stood firm and contained, held aloft by Shu or resting on pillars, and always surrounded by waters—a recurring motif that gave comforting boundaries to an otherwise infinite unknown (Frankfort et al., 1949).

Among the Hebrews, early biblical texts echoed this shared Near Eastern vision. Genesis, Job, and Psalms describe the Earth resting on foundations or pillars, overarched by the firmament, a solid vault separating the “waters above” from the “waters below” (Walton, 2009; Young, 1995). Though clothed in distinct theological meaning, this cosmology shared the structural simplicity of its neighbors: a stable plane beneath the feet, heaven above, the deep below (Heidel, 1949).

These ancient models were not the products of ignorance, but of observation, imagination, and the universal human desire for meaning. The flat horizon, the dome of stars, the predictability of celestial cycles—all suggested order and stability to the naked eye. And in cultures where the cosmos was as much moral story as physical space, these stories resonated as deeply true. Rhetorically, they appealed to what Aristotle later called pathos—affirming identity, belonging, and trust in the wisdom of the ancestors (Burke, 1969).

That resonance came not from scientific proof, but from what rhetoricians call narrative fidelity. These stories aligned beautifully with daily experience, sensory observation, and cultural expectations (Fisher, 1987). In eras when measurement was rudimentary and meaning inseparable from myth, a flat, ordered Earth “made sense” in a way modern scientific abstractions often do not (Livingstone, 2007).

It is no wonder, then, that even today, modern Flat Earth advocates selectively cite these ancient cosmologies as “proof” of their timeless validity. They commit a rhetorical fallacy known as appeal to tradition, mistaking ancient resonance for eternal truth (Walton, 2008). What they overlook is that these models were never intended as testable scientific theories, but as stories imbued with ethos—credible because they came from the priests, scribes, and elders who spoke for the gods and the community (Conley & Cain, 2006).

To understand these beliefs on their own terms, we must set aside modern assumptions of falsifiability and instead hear them as their makers intended: stories of identity and place, of firmaments and pillars, offering comfort, order, and belonging in a world still largely mysterious (Eliade, 1959; Toulmin, 1958).

By the 6th century BCE, the story of the cosmos began to shift. Among the Greek philosophers, a new kind of questioning emerged—one that saw the Earth not just as a backdrop for divine drama, but as a puzzle that could be measured, reasoned about, and explained through abstract principles (Grant, 1996; Guthrie, 1962). This intellectual pivot marked a profound departure from cosmologies rooted in myth and common sense, turning instead toward speculation and rational inquiry.

Pythagoras (c. 570–c. 495 BCE) is often remembered as the first to propose that the Earth was not flat but spherical. Yet his reasoning was not empirical in the modern sense. For Pythagoras and his followers, the sphere was the most perfect and harmonious of all shapes, the natural expression of a universe governed by proportion and order (Guthrie, 1962; Lloyd, 1970). In a cosmos believed to sing with mathematical harmony, it seemed only fitting that the Earth, too, should take the most elegant possible form. Though this was philosophy, not proof, it planted a conceptual seed that would grow in the minds of later thinkers like Aristotle (Krupp, 1997).

This turn to abstraction was a hallmark of logos—a rational appeal to internal consistency and logic, even without direct observation. It reflected what rhetorician Walter Fisher would later call narrative coherence: the power of a story that hangs together plausibly within its own framework (Fisher, 1987). For the Greeks, the spherical Earth fit perfectly into their growing sense of a cosmos that was orderly, symmetrical, and governed by unseen mathematical truths (Cornford, 1937).

Parmenides (c. 515–c. 450 BCE) added his own voice to the idea of a spherical Earth, positing a finite, unmoving globe at the center of a similarly spherical universe (Furley, 1987). His reasoning, like Pythagoras’s, sprang from philosophical principles of symmetry and perfection rather than direct observation. Later, Plato (c. 428–c. 348 BCE) would develop the idea further. In his dialogue Timaeus, he described the Earth as the handiwork of a divine craftsman who chose the sphere as the most perfect possible shape for the world—a form that was whole, balanced, and self-sufficient (Plato, Timaeus, 33b; Taylor, 1928).

These early arguments for a spherical Earth were philosophical and aesthetic rather than empirical. Yet they signaled a crucial shift: a growing willingness to frame the Earth’s shape as a clue to the universe’s underlying logic. For the first time, reason and speculation began to challenge inherited myth. Among the intellectual elite, the notion of a spherical Earth began to take hold—not yet proven beyond doubt, but persuasive in its symmetry and consistency with the rationalist worldview (Raven, 1957).

Even here, rhetoric worked quietly alongside reason. The sphere was more than a possible fact—it was a metaphor, a persuasive image of harmony, perfection, and cosmic order. Its elegance resonated with Greek aesthetic and intellectual sensibilities, lending the idea a power that went beyond mere argument (Kennedy, 1963).

For centuries, philosophers had speculated about Earth’s shape, weaving arguments from harmony, symmetry, and perfection. In the 4th century BCE, Aristotle (384–322 BCE) turned speculation into something more concrete—showing that the answer could be seen in the world around us. His arguments for a spherical Earth, laid out in On the Heavens, remain some of the earliest systematic, evidence-based reasoning in recorded history (Dreyer, 1953; Grant, 1996).

Aristotle’s method was simple and brilliant: point to what anyone could see, if they cared to look closely enough. He described how ships disappeared over the horizon—not shrinking uniformly, as they would on a flat plane, but with their hulls vanishing before their masts (Aristotle, On the Heavens, II.14, 297b). He noted how the Earth’s shadow during a lunar eclipse was always curved, no matter the angle of the Moon, which only a sphere could produce. And he observed that travelers moving north or south saw different stars rise and set, a phenomenon that only made sense on a curved surface (Aristotle, On the Heavens, II.14, 298a).

These arguments did more than sound plausible—they felt undeniable. Aristotle invited his audience to see for themselves, grounding his case in shared, ordinary experience rather than philosophical ideals. This was logos at its most accessible: logical reasoning that spoke directly to what people could witness with their own eyes. But his brilliance lay not only in what he observed, but in how he framed those observations. By choosing vivid, relatable examples—the vanishing ship, the round eclipse shadow, the shifting constellations—he shaped a narrative that was intuitive, memorable, and convincing (Kennedy, 1963; Goffman, 1974).

That framing was crucial. Each observation fit neatly into a larger story, one that felt coherent and internally consistent—what Walter Fisher would later call narrative coherence (Fisher, 1987). Together, they painted a picture of the world that was both empirically grounded and rhetorically powerful, a story that could stand up against the enduring pull of tradition and appearances.

In Aristotle’s hands, the question of Earth’s shape moved decisively from the realm of speculative philosophy to the domain of evidence and observation. Yet even here, rhetoric was doing its quiet work—reminding us that truth is rarely just about what is true, but also about how it is told.

When Aristotle showed that Earth’s shape could be reasoned from observation, he opened the door for a new kind of argument—one grounded not only in what could be seen but in what could be measured. In the 3rd century BCE, Eratosthenes of Cyrene (c. 276–195/194 BCE), chief librarian of Alexandria, walked through that door with brilliance and precision. Using nothing more than sunlight, shadows, and geometry, he calculated the circumference of the Earth with astonishing accuracy—one of the most elegant scientific achievements of the ancient world (Sagan, 1980; van Helden, 1989).

Eratosthenes began with a striking observation. At noon on the summer solstice in Syene (modern Aswan), vertical columns cast no shadow. At that same moment in Alexandria, directly north, vertical rods did cast measurable shadows. From this difference, he reasoned, one could determine the angle of Earth’s curvature between the two cities. Careful measurement of the Alexandrian shadow gave him an angle of about 7.2 degrees—one-fiftieth of a full circle (Cleomedes, On the Circular Motions of the Celestial Bodies, I.10; Dutka, 1993). If that segment represented one-fiftieth of Earth’s total circumference, then multiplying the distance between Syene and Alexandria by fifty would yield the planet’s full size.

He estimated the distance between the cities at roughly 5,000 stadia (about 800 kilometers) based on survey records and professional pacers. His final figure for the Earth’s circumference was around 250,000 stadia—remarkably close to modern measurements and perhaps off by only 1–2% (Fischer, 1975; Rawlins, 1982).

This was more than a clever calculation. Eratosthenes demonstrated logos in its purest form: a logical, replicable method rooted in geometry and observation, which others could follow step by step. His experiment also showed the rhetorical power of framing. By contrasting a shadowless Syene with a shadowed Alexandria at the very same moment, he turned the Earth’s curvature from an abstraction into something vivid, almost visible (Goffman, 1974; Entman, 1993). The simplicity of his setup—two sticks, two cities, one sun—made the curvature of the Earth feel as real and undeniable as the sun overhead.

Even today, his experiment stands as one of history’s most compelling arguments against a flat Earth—not because it silenced all critics, but because it told a clear, elegant story. Careful observation, rigorous reasoning, and a touch of rhetorical craft combined to show how truth can emerge from simple tools and sharp thinking. Eratosthenes didn’t just measure the Earth—he showed how the universe could be known.

As Greek ideas spread westward, the Roman Republic and Empire absorbed and normalized the notion of a spherical Earth. What began as speculation and measurement among philosophers became, for Roman thinkers, almost a given—more assumed than argued. Writers like Cicero and Pliny the Elder treated Earth’s roundness not as a question to be debated but as an obvious fact, seamlessly integrated into their understanding of the cosmos (Grant, 1996; Roller, 2006).

Cicero, the statesman and philosopher, often referenced the Earth’s curvature in his writings. In On the Republic, particularly in the famous “Dream of Scipio” passage, he described the Earth as a small globe, dwarfed by the vastness of the heavens—a perspective as philosophical as it was humbling (Cicero, De Re Publica, VI.16.16). Similarly, Pliny the Elder, compiling his monumental Natural History, confidently recounted Aristotle’s and Eratosthenes’ arguments for a spherical Earth, describing the evidence as obvious and well-attested (Pliny the Elder, Natural History, II.64–66). To these Roman thinkers, the spherical Earth fit perfectly into the larger Roman ideal of a harmonious, ordered universe—a cosmos that reflected their cultural values of gravitas, stability, and ratio (Carey & Warmington, 1929).

This ready acceptance illustrates what rhetoricians call narrative coherence: the idea of a spherical Earth aligned beautifully with the Roman worldview. The model was orderly, rational, and elegant—qualities that resonated with Roman sensibilities. It was no longer just a clever theory; it had become a cultural assumption among the educated, woven into their stories about the natural world and humanity’s place within it (Fisher, 1987).

Yet outside of intellectual circles, belief was less uniform. Many ordinary Romans, relying on daily experience and inherited stories, likely still imagined the Earth as flat and solid beneath their feet. For farmers, merchants, and soldiers, the curvature of the Earth was irrelevant to their immediate lives and invisible to their senses. Here, the ancient flat-Earth narrative persisted, not as doctrine but as a familiar, intuitive frame of reference—one that felt true because it matched what they saw day to day (Russell, 1991; Goffman, 1974).

This period shows that belief rarely changes all at once, nor evenly across society. Among the educated elite, the spherical model, supported by logos—reason, measurement, and logic—dominated. Among the broader population, the older flat-Earth imagery endured, carried by its narrative fidelity and the comfort of its simplicity. The two beliefs coexisted, each serving its audience in different ways.

By the end of Late Antiquity, the spherical Earth had become a fixture of scholarly and literary tradition, firmly embedded in Western thought. But as always, evidence alone was not enough to reshape belief across the board. Rhetoric, framing, and cultural context remained just as powerful in shaping what people accepted as true.

As Christianity rose to prominence during Late Antiquity, its thinkers inherited not only the spiritual mantle of the Roman Empire but also its intellectual traditions—including the idea of a spherical Earth. Among the early Church Fathers, the question of Earth’s shape was less about geometry than theology: how to reconcile inherited Greco-Roman knowledge with the revealed truths of scripture. For most, the answer was straightforward. Augustine of Hippo, one of the most influential Christian theologians of the 4th and 5th centuries, explicitly acknowledged Earth’s sphericity, cautioning against overly literal readings of the Bible that conflicted with observable reality (Augustine, De Genesi ad litteram, 1.9.17). To him, reason and faith were not enemies; creation itself bore witness to God’s order, and to deny what could be reasonably demonstrated was to misunderstand both science and scripture. Others, like Ambrose and Jerome, echoed this view, weaving the spherical Earth seamlessly into a Christian cosmology (Grant, 1996; Russell, 1991).

Yet not all shared this balance of faith and reason. Some Christian writers rejected the sphere, clinging instead to a literal reading of biblical language. Lactantius, writing in the early 4th century, ridiculed the idea of people walking “upside down” on the opposite side of a globe, dismissing it as pagan absurdity (Lactantius, Divine Institutes, III.24). A few centuries later, the monk Cosmas Indicopleustes offered his own flat-Earth model, likening the cosmos to the shape of the Old Testament Tabernacle, with Earth as a rectangular plane beneath a vaulted heaven (Russell, 1991). For these writers, the older, more familiar flat-Earth imagery felt more faithful to scripture, more resonant with the stories they believed God had revealed.

Their resistance illustrates how belief is rarely dictated by evidence alone. The flat Earth persisted not because it was well supported, but because it seemed more intuitively obvious and more aligned with inherited cultural meaning. For most Christian scholars, however, the spherical Earth remained the standard, a sign of the order and rationality of God’s creation. Despite isolated dissenters, there was never a formal church doctrine insisting on a flat Earth, nor was such a view dominant among the intellectual and theological elite.

What this period shows, perhaps more than anything, is how rhetoric—through scripture, tradition, and sensory experience—continued to shape belief just as powerfully as evidence did. Even when reason pointed one way, the familiar story still held sway for some, reminding us that what feels true often carries more weight than what is demonstrably true.

Through the Middle Ages, the idea of a spherical Earth endured—not forgotten, not suppressed, but preserved, refined, and passed forward by scholars in both the Islamic world and Latin Christendom. Far from being lost to ignorance, the knowledge of Earth’s shape became part of a shared intellectual inheritance, sustained by curiosity and faith alike. In the Islamic Golden Age, particularly from the 9th century onward, astronomers and geographers in Baghdad, Cairo, and elsewhere engaged deeply with classical Greek texts, translating, commenting on, and improving the work of figures like Ptolemy. Al-Farghānī, an influential 9th-century astronomer, refined earlier measurements of the Earth’s circumference and codified them in his Elements of Astronomy—a text that would later shape European thought when translated into Latin (Russell, 1991; Vanoli, 2008).

A century later, the polymath al-Bīrūnī devised an ingenious method for calculating the Earth’s radius using trigonometry and the dip of the horizon from a mountaintop. His results came remarkably close to modern measurements, demonstrating that logic and observation could transcend cultures and beliefs to uncover universal truths (Al-Bīrūnī, Canon Masudicus; Nasr, 1968). His calculation was more than scientific—it was rhetorical in its own way, framing the curvature of the Earth as something that could be seen and understood with simple, elegant reasoning.

In Christian Europe, the knowledge of Earth’s sphericity was equally alive. As early as the 8th century, Bede the Venerable described the Earth as round in his Reckoning of Time, shaping monastic learning for centuries to follow (Bede, De Temporum Ratione, Chapter 34). By the 13th century, Sacrobosco’s On the Sphere of the World became a standard university textbook, taught across Europe for centuries, neatly summarizing Aristotle’s arguments and reinforcing the spherical model as a commonplace of medieval education (Sacrobosco, De Sphaera; Thorndike, 1949).

Still, the persistence of older, flat-Earth imagery in popular imagination reminds us that intellectual acceptance does not always erase cultural memory. For many ordinary people, the notion of a flat, stable world beneath their feet continued to feel more intuitive, more aligned with the rhythms of daily life and literal interpretations of scripture. Among educated scholars, however, the spherical Earth stood unchallenged, embraced as a testament to God’s ordered creation and to humanity’s ability to uncover it through reason and observation (Russell, 1991).

By the close of the 13th century, the idea of a spherical Earth was firmly entrenched in the intellectual traditions of both the Islamic and Christian worlds, a shared truth passed along through careful teaching, measurement, and rhetorical framing. And yet, even here, it was clear that belief had never rested solely on proof. Cultural context, narrative familiarity, and the persuasiveness of tradition continued to shape what people believed, often just as powerfully as reason.

By the end of the 13th century, among scholars and theologians in both the Islamic and Christian traditions, the shape of the Earth was no longer a matter of serious debate. Centuries of observation, calculation, and teaching—from Aristotle’s disappearing ships to Eratosthenes’ shadows, from al-Bīrūnī’s mountaintop geometry to Sacrobosco’s university lectures—had woven the spherical Earth into the fabric of learned thought (Russell, 1991; Lindberg, 1992). Where flat-Earth imagery persisted, it did so not as doctrine or science, but as cultural residue: familiar stories passed down through generations, comforting in their simplicity, if increasingly irrelevant in educated circles.

This was not a triumph of evidence alone. The narrative of a spherical Earth succeeded because it resonated—because it fit within broader stories about order, reason, and divine creation. Logos provided the arguments, but ethos and pathos gave them staying power, rooting the idea in trust and identity. Even as learned consensus solidified, the history of these beliefs reminded everyone that people rarely abandon old stories merely because new facts arrive.

And yet, even as the Earth’s shape was largely settled, another, deeper assumption remained unchallenged: that this spherical world sat immovably at the very center of creation. Medieval thinkers still pictured the cosmos as a grand, divinely ordered hierarchy, with Earth at its heart, steady and still, as the heavens revolved around it. This belief—so comforting in its symmetry and meaning—would itself become the focus of the next great challenge to humanity’s place in the universe. Just as the flat Earth gave way to the sphere, the idea of a geocentric cosmos would soon face its own reckoning, as new observations and bold thinkers pushed the boundaries of what people were willing to see, and what they were willing to believe.

By the second century CE, a monumental synthesis of astronomical knowledge emerged from Roman Alexandria, codified by the brilliant mathematician, astronomer, and geographer Claudius Ptolemy (c. 100–c. 170 CE). In his comprehensive treatise, originally titled Hē Mathēmatikē Syntaxis (The Mathematical Treatise) but later known by its Arabic title Almagest (“The Greatest Compilation”), Ptolemy refined and systematized centuries of earlier Greek astronomical ideas, most notably those of Hipparchus (Pedersen, 1993; Toomer, 1984). His system presented a sophisticated geocentric model, placing Earth—fixed, unmoving, and central—at the heart of a vast, orderly cosmos. Transparent, nested concentric spheres carried the Sun, Moon, the five known planets, and the outermost fixed stars in perfect, predictable motion (Ptolemy, Almagest, Book I).

For people of his time, and indeed for over fourteen centuries, this vision made profound sense. It aligned beautifully with direct observation and human intuition: the ground beneath one’s feet felt steady, while the heavens moved in predictable daily and annual cycles. The Sun’s arc, the Moon’s phases, and the stars’ steady rotation all seemed to confirm Earth’s centrality. Ptolemy’s system, with its ingenious epicycles, deferents, and equants, could even predict eclipses and planetary positions with remarkable accuracy—making it invaluable to scholars, navigators, and astrologers alike (Grant, 1996; Gingerich, 1993). This predictive power lent the model immense logos: practical, reliable, and rhetorically persuasive.

What is often overlooked today is that this central Earth—though fixed—was universally understood as a sphere. Among the educated, the shape of the Earth had been settled since ancient Greece. Ptolemy’s model addressed its position, not its shape, and it did so with immense rhetorical power: by placing humanity’s home at the center of creation, it affirmed what people already felt to be true—that the cosmos itself revolved around them, both physically and spiritually (Kuhn, 1957; Russell, 1991).

This vision endured not merely because it worked, but because it resonated. For medieval minds steeped in Christian faith and classical philosophy, the idea of a fixed, spherical Earth at the center of concentric heavens was more than science—it was meaning. Theologians framed Earth’s centrality as evidence of divine design, consistent with a hierarchical “Great Chain of Being,” where everything had its ordained place in the cosmos (Lovejoy, 1936; Lindberg, 1992). The stable Earth anchored a universe that was moral and intelligible, offering comfort in its permanence and coherence (Koestler, 1959).

It is little wonder the model proved so rhetorically durable. Even as observation grew more precise and mathematics advanced, the story it told continued to feel true. What rhetoricians call narrative coherence—where a story aligns with expectations and lived experience—made Ptolemy’s geocentric cosmos deeply persuasive, even as its predictive mechanics grew increasingly cumbersome (Fisher, 1987).

One of the most persistent myths about the Middle Ages is that people believed the Earth was flat. This misconception, still echoed in textbooks and pop culture, misrepresents the period as ignorant and superstitious, supposedly awaiting Columbus to prove otherwise. In truth, the idea of a spherical Earth remained commonplace among the educated throughout the Middle Ages, taught in monasteries and universities alike (Russell, 1991; Lindberg & Numbers, 2003). The myth of medieval flat-Earth belief was largely invented in the 19th century, popularized by romanticized biographies and polemical works that sought to dramatize the “triumph” of science over religion (Irving, 1828; White, 1896; Draper, 1874). This version of history fit a modern narrative of progress and conflict, even though it misrepresented what medieval scholars actually taught (Sacrobosco, De Sphaera Mundi; Lindberg, 1992).

The Ptolemaic model did more than shape scientific thought—it permeated art, theology, and imagination. Cosmological diagrams in manuscripts, Jerusalem-centered maps, cathedral designs pointing heavenward, and public astronomical clocks all reflected and reinforced the belief in a central, spherical Earth nested in divine order (Russell, 1991; Crosby, 1997). Medieval literature and poetry were filled with imagery of angelic choirs, celestial harmony, and the “music of the spheres,” giving voice to a universe that felt purposeful and profoundly human-centered. Even as doubts began to stir, the geocentric narrative continued to frame people’s understanding of their place in creation, affirming the moral and spiritual significance of Earth and humanity within a divinely structured cosmos.

By the early 16th century, however, quiet doubts began to grow. Astronomers increasingly noted that Ptolemy’s elaborate layers of epicycles and deferents, designed to preserve appearances, no longer matched the most precise observations (Kuhn, 1957; Gingerich, 1993). In 1543, Nicolaus Copernicus proposed something radical: that the Sun, not the Earth, stood at the center of the cosmos, with Earth itself in motion. Though initially met with skepticism, his heliocentric model offered a profound simplification of planetary motion, even if its predictions were not immediately superior (Copernicus, 1543; Rosen, 2002).

At first, Copernicus’s idea felt deeply unsettling. The geocentric model had anchored not just astronomy, but humanity’s sense of meaning and place. To suggest that Earth was just another moving planet disrupted the narrative coherence people relied on: the central, stable Earth symbolized human significance; a wandering Earth seemed to deny it. The heliocentric model not only challenged scientific orthodoxy but also threatened the emotional and theological foundations of the old story (Fisher, 1987).

In the decades that followed, astronomers like Kepler and Galileo built on Copernicus’s insight, offering increasingly compelling evidence for heliocentrism, culminating in Newton’s grand synthesis of universal gravitation in the 17th century. By the 18th century, the heliocentric model with a spherical, orbiting Earth became the cornerstone of modern astronomy (Newton, 1687; Gingerich, 1993).

And yet, even as geocentrism fell, flat-Earth belief never fully disappeared. While dismissed by educated elites, it lingered quietly in small communities and countercultural corners, sustained by distrust of authority, literalist readings of scripture, and the comfort of familiar stories over unfamiliar truths. By the mid-19th century, profound societal shifts and mass communication gave these lingering doubts new life. Flat-Earth advocacy moved from private whispers to public defiance, setting the stage for a rhetorical confrontation with mainstream science that would echo long after the geocentric cosmos had been laid to rest.
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​​The Zetetic Rebellion: 19th Century Doubt
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By the early 1800s, the scientific understanding of the Earth’s shape and its place in the cosmos was a settled matter in public and intellectual life. Two centuries of advancement—from Galileo’s telescopic observations and Newton’s laws of gravitation to global circumnavigations—had firmly established the spherical, heliocentric model as the foundation of modern science, education, and navigation (Sobel, 2000; Gingerich, 1993). This consensus was a triumph of logos, grounded in evidence, mathematics, and predictive power.

Yet beneath this confident consensus, seeds of doubt and defiance lingered. The Victorian era provided fertile ground for marginal ideas to resurface, fueled by profound and disorienting change. The Industrial Revolution reshaped society with new technologies, rapid urbanization, and mass media that democratized information and turned scientific debates into everyday conversation (Paradis, 2015). For many, this progress came with unease. Scientific authority seemed increasingly cold and inaccessible, clashing with religious beliefs and stripping the universe of meaning and purpose. These tensions opened a rhetorical space for voices that promised common sense over complexity, intuition over abstraction, and defiance of distant elites in favor of ordinary experience (Numbers, 2009).

This climate of skepticism fit neatly into the Victorian ideal of the “self-made man.” Ordinary individuals, encouraged to trust their own observations, began to reject the need for professional expertise. For some, this spirit led to innovation; for others, it fueled rejection of even the most settled scientific knowledge in favor of what felt immediate and personally trustworthy. This appeal leaned heavily on ethos—the credibility of the “common man” over the scientist—and pathos—the comfort of familiar truths over abstract ones (Hofstadter, 1963).

Onto this stage stepped Samuel Rowbotham, a man of charisma, spectacle, and stubborn certainty. He channeled scattered doubts into the foundations of a modern flat-Earth movement, crafting a voice that resonated deeply with the disaffected. Born in 1816 at the height of industrial upheaval, Rowbotham embodied the Victorian self-made man: a showman and master of the crowd (Garwood, 2007; Schadwald, 2015). In 1865, under the pseudonym “Parallax,” he published Zetetic Astronomy: Proofs of the Earth Not a Globe, codifying his views. “Zetetic,” meaning “to inquire,” was a shrewd rhetorical choice, presenting him as a humble truth-seeker rather than a dogmatist—a branding that appealed to audiences already suspicious of elitism (Schadwald, 2015).

Rowbotham’s arguments were simple and intuitively appealing. If the Earth curved, he insisted, that curvature should be visible. He staged demonstrations, sighting down canals and claiming that distant objects remained visible rather than dipping below the horizon, “proving” flatness. He staged dramatic public events and lectures, delivering his claims with wit, confidence, and rhetorical flourish. These spectacles, often packed with eager audiences, played directly to pathos and ethos, portraying him as the heroic underdog taking on arrogant academics (Fisher, 1987; Garwood, 2007).

He positioned himself as a champion of the people, encouraging audiences to “trust their eyes” over the abstractions of experts. His vivid imagery—flat, calm canals; level horizons; motionless seas—made the flat Earth feel immediate and undeniable, appealing directly to uncritical sensory input. This style exemplified enargeia: language that makes the audience feel they are witnessing evidence directly, not merely hearing it described (Quintilian, VIII.3.61).

Even after his death in 1884, Rowbotham’s movement endured. His followers carried the message forward, organizing lectures, publishing pamphlets, and forming societies like the Universal Zetetic Society in 1892. Figures like John Hampden and Lady Elizabeth Blount kept his confrontational, populist style alive, framing Zeteticism as a rebellion against elite knowledge and cultivating a self-reinforcing community (Garwood, 2007). The Bedford Level experiment became a touchstone of the movement—a flawed but dramatic “proof” repeated endlessly, a classic example of hasty generalization that ignored contradictory evidence (Walton, 1992).

What sustained Zeteticism was not new evidence but repetition, identity, and community. It became a pre-digital echo chamber, where doubts about science flourished in an environment that celebrated defiance and reinforced shared beliefs. By the dawn of the 20th century, Zeteticism had evolved into more than a claim about the Earth’s shape; it had become a defiant narrative and a source of belonging.

Even as the societies dwindled in the 20th century, the seeds Rowbotham planted never truly died. His framing of science as arrogant dogma, his appeal to ordinary senses, and his rhetoric of hidden truths being kept from the masses still resonate in modern flat-Earth discourse. Slogans like “Trust your eyes,” accusations of conspiracy, and the embrace of outsider status are all direct echoes of Rowbotham’s Victorian rebellion. His greatest achievement was not his flawed arguments but his ability to craft a story—a narrative of defiance and self-reliance that continues to find new audiences in every age of uncertainty.

By the mid-20th century, the Flat Earth belief had largely faded from public view, relegated to the dusty shelves of historical oddities. The Zetetic societies that flourished in the late 19th and early 20th centuries were long defunct, their membership dwindling to irrelevance. Samuel Rowbotham’s name lingered only as a curious footnote in the annals of Victorian eccentricity. But in the quiet suburbs of Dover, England, an engineer named Samuel Shenton began preparing to rekindle those dormant flames. Tireless, charismatic, and a natural self-promoter, Shenton envisioned a modern revival of the Flat Earth belief, giving it a new name and a distinctly mid-century sensibility (Garwood, 2007; Schadwald, 2015).

In 1956, he founded the International Flat Earth Research Society (IFERS), soon better known as the Flat Earth Society. Where Rowbotham railed against Newtonian mechanics, Shenton saw his real adversary in the emerging Space Age. The launch of Sputnik in 1957 and the rapid rise of rocketry and orbital science provided the perfect foil for his message. He framed the Society as a courageous counterbalance to the propaganda and deception of governments and scientific elites, offering his followers an identity grounded in skepticism and defiance. In newsletters and pamphlets, he cultivated what rhetoricians call an appeal to identity, casting Flat Earthers not as misled but as uniquely perceptive, brave enough to see through the great deception. This pathos-driven message gave his audience not only belonging but a sense of moral purpose (Fisher, 1987; Mercier & Sperber, 2011).

Shenton brought a distinctly modern sense of branding and media savvy to the cause. He formalized membership structures, issued regular newsletters, and welcomed even derisive media coverage as a way to keep his message visible. He understood instinctively what would later be called the paradox of ridicule: that being mocked could reinforce the ingroup identity of his followers, strengthening their commitment to the belief by positioning them as embattled truth-tellers standing against an uncaring mainstream (Peters & Wester, 2021). In Shenton’s hands, the Flat Earth movement became not just a claim about the world’s shape but a rhetorical stand-in for independence, common sense, and distrust of authority. Though still dismissed by the majority, it once again had a banner to march under and a leader to follow.

When Shenton died in 1971, the Society again teetered on the brink of irrelevance, but into the vacuum stepped Charles K. Johnson, a charismatic Californian who transformed the movement into something even more vivid and personal. Johnson embodied the fiery certainty of a preacher, the provocateur’s flair for conflict, and the true believer’s unshakeable conviction. Taking over leadership, he recast the Society as his own moral and spiritual crusade. Where Shenton poked at the establishment with a sly smile, Johnson openly declared it a satanic conspiracy to deceive humanity. His home in Lancaster, California—a modest trailer stacked with pamphlets and newsletters—became the unlikely headquarters of his campaign (Garwood, 2007; Schadwald, 2015).

Under Johnson’s watch, the Society adopted a more militant, dogmatic tone. His newsletters dripped with moral indignation, presenting Flat Earth belief as a divine imperative and positioning himself as the lone prophet fighting to expose a vast, global lie. His confrontational style and unwavering certainty gave the Society new visibility, and for nearly three decades he became its public face. His intense, almost theatrical certainty made him irresistible to reporters, who alternately mocked and marveled at him as an oddball with a righteous streak. But Johnson understood what Rowbotham and Shenton before him had learned: ridicule could be useful. Every derisive article and mocking television segment kept the belief alive in the public imagination, even as it reinforced his followers’ sense of embattled righteousness.

But his relentless, one-man crusade came at a cost. By the late 1980s, the movement began to falter under the weight of his rigid control and inability to adapt. Membership declined as younger generations, raised in the era of the moon landing and global satellite imagery, found his message outdated and his leadership style alienating. His unwillingness to embrace emerging technologies like the internet only deepened the Society’s isolation, leaving it a nostalgic relic in an increasingly digital world. When Johnson died in 2001, the Society died with him—at least in its organized, formal sense. His trailer headquarters fell silent, and the movement he had carried on his shoulders for three decades seemed destined to vanish altogether.

Yet the story was far from over. The rhetorical seeds planted by Rowbotham, Shenton, and Johnson—skepticism of authority, distrust of elites, pride in resisting the “official narrative”—remained fertile. With the rise of the internet, these narratives found a vastly more powerful medium. Online forums, early social networks, and video-sharing platforms allowed believers to find one another across the globe, share arguments, and amplify their doubts free of the gatekeepers and ridicule that had constrained them for generations (O’Neill, 2017). Ideas that once took years to circulate through mimeographed newsletters could now echo virally in hours, forming self-reinforcing digital enclaves that made ridicule harder and belief more resilient. The embers Johnson left behind smoldered quietly through the early 2000s, waiting for the right conditions to ignite once again.
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​​A Revival in the Digital Age
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By the turn of the 21st century, Flat Earth belief was little more than a fading whisper—a curious relic known only to a handful of dedicated holdouts and the occasional trivia buff. Its formal societies had long since disbanded, and its most prominent proponents had passed away. Yet just as the printing press once gave Samuel Rowbotham and his Victorian followers a louder, more distributed voice, a profoundly new technology emerged to breathe unprecedented life and global reach into the ancient rhetoric of doubt: the internet.

Where earlier generations relied on pamphlets, newsletters, and localized debates, the internet leveled the playing field for fringe ideas. Suddenly, there were no editors to dismiss the topic as too absurd, no newspaper columnists to lampoon it for mass audiences, no gatekeepers to validate or suppress its claims (Benkler, 2006). For a belief system built on challenging mainstream authority, this unmediated, decentralized environment was a rhetorical paradise.

Message boards and early forums quickly became refuges where scattered believers found one another, swapping arguments and experiencing the robust validation of shared belief (Sunstein, 2001). With the rise of video-sharing platforms like YouTube, Flat Earth rhetoric found an even more powerful medium. Videos showing ships “vanishing into the horizon,” shaky drone footage of endless flat expanses, and confident narration over homemade experiments tapped into what rhetoricians call enargeia—the vivid, sensory impression of evidence, no matter how misleading (Garrett, 2011).

By the mid-2010s, prominent names emerged as the movement’s new public faces. Figures like Mark Sargent and Eric Dubay styled themselves as inheritors of Rowbotham’s defiant tradition, armed now with webcams, professional-quality podcasts, and viral video clips (Nguyen, 2020; Garwood, 2007). Their rhetoric was not novel but familiar: appeals to what “your eyes can see,” sweeping accusations of hidden truth, and unwavering faith in “common sense” over expertise. What set them apart was how skillfully they packaged these old arguments for a digital-native audience.

Mark Sargent cultivated a genial, approachable “just asking questions” persona in his YouTube videos—an ethos that drew in casual viewers who might otherwise dismiss such claims outright (Nguyen, 2020). Eric Dubay took a more aggressive tone, publishing self-styled exposés like The Flat-Earth Conspiracy and 200 Proofs Earth is Not a Spinning Ball, which lifted entire passages—often verbatim—from 19th-century Zetetic texts, underscoring the ironic fact that this supposed digital “revelation” was rooted in Victorian soil (Dubay, various; Garwood, 2007). Both men, in different ways, turned Flat Earth into a movement more about identity than evidence, offering belonging and defiance to those eager to reject mainstream narratives.

As their videos and books gained traction, a familiar dynamic resurfaced: believers reinforcing each other in tightly-knit communities, this time moving at the speed of algorithms. Slogans like “water finds its level” and “NASA lies” became digital mantras, repeated in livestreams, memes, and comment sections until they began to feel like facts. This phenomenon, known as proof by parroting—where repetition alone lends false claims an air of truth—became a hallmark of the movement (Walton, 1992).

Social media platforms amplified this echo chamber effect. Algorithms designed to maximize engagement showed users more of what they already believed, creating filter bubbles where dissenting voices were drowned out (Pariser, 2011; Sunstein, 2001). External criticism was dismissed as propaganda, and critics were branded “shills” or “sheeple,” reinforcing group cohesion and insulating believers from doubt. The echo chamber became not just a side effect but a deliberate rhetorical strategy—a self-sustaining alternative reality.

By the late 2010s, Flat Earth belief had escaped its digital confines to become a media spectacle. Mainstream documentaries, major news headlines, and popular podcasts debated it, often with a tone of bemused incredulity (Garwood, 2007; Nguyen, 2020). Conferences in hotel ballrooms drew hundreds of attendees, selling books, DVDs, and T-shirts proclaiming “Research Flat Earth.” Netflix’s 2018 documentary Behind the Curve gave the movement even more visibility, turning its proponents into both cautionary tales and minor celebrities. Clips and memes from the documentary went viral, feeding the very narrative they sought to critique (Peters & Wester, 2021).

Far from deterring believers, ridicule only deepened their resolve. Every mocking headline, every incredulous report, was reframed as validation: proof that powerful forces were suppressing “the truth.” In this way, the anti-establishment ethos that had animated the movement since Rowbotham’s time found new strength, bolstered by digital virality. By the end of the decade, Flat Earth had transformed into a global performance—a blend of sincere conviction and theatrical defiance that made it one of the strangest, yet most enduring, belief phenomena of the modern age.

The long and convoluted history of Flat Earth belief reveals that it was never simply about misunderstanding evidence. Rather, it has always reflected deeper human needs for meaning, order, and belonging. In the ancient and medieval worlds, people envisioned the cosmos in ways that fit not only what they thought they saw, but also what they hoped to believe: a stable, divinely ordered creation with humanity at its center. That immense symbolic weight, reinforced by narrative coherence and repeated over centuries, shaped how generations imagined the universe—even as science slowly chipped away at the old stories.

And yet, each time science asserted its truth, the echoes of older, more comforting narratives refused to fade. Flat Earth persisted—not just as a belief, but as a rhetorical identity, rooted in appeals to “common sense,” defiance of elites, and the search for certainty in an uncertain world. Those patterns, first written in scripture and myth, now reverberate in hashtags, livestreams, and crowded conference halls. The echo chamber persists. The paradox of ridicule endures.

The story of Flat Earth, then, is more than a historical curiosity. It is a cautionary tale and a mirror—reminding us that human belief is never purely about facts, but about who we are, what we trust, and where we seek meaning when certainty feels just out of reach. It shows how narrative, identity, and persuasion can make even a demonstrable falsehood feel like an undeniable truth. And it sets the stage for what lies ahead, as we turn to examine not just what Flat Earthers believe, but how they persuade—and what that persuasion reveals about all of us
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​​When Stories Outlast the Stars


[image: ]




Belief has never been just about facts on a page or shadows on a sundial. The story of a flat or round Earth was never simply a debate over maps—it was always a debate over meaning. From ancient pillars and domes to Pythagoras’s perfect sphere, what endured were not measurements alone but the narratives they carried: stories of order, identity, and place in the cosmos. Each shift in the Earth’s imagined shape—from myth to philosophy to mathematics—wasn’t just a step in science. It was a step in persuasion, showing how language and framing can make one version of reality feel more trustworthy than another.

That is why the Flat Earth story never truly died. Even as evidence stacked up, the old, simpler narrative clung to life because it promised something science couldn’t: certainty wrapped in belonging. And when Samuel Rowbotham and his successors revived that story in the Victorian era, they weren’t just rejecting astronomy—they were reclaiming an older, deeper frame: that truth is what feels close, what feels right, what feels ours. In that way, the modern Flat Earth movement is less a rebellion against science and more an echo of humanity’s oldest habit: choosing the story that tells us who we are.
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