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Abstract 

Purpose-This study explores the interplay between institutional distrust and political narratives within the Flat 
Earth Society's online forum. Specifically, it investigates how institutional authority is challenged and how 
former US President Donald Trump is portrayed by users in relation to conspiratorial discourse. 
Design/methodology/approach - Using data scraped from the forum spanning 2005--2024, a mixed-method 
analysis was conducted on over 2.5 m comments. Natural language processing (NLP) techniques were 
employed to identify common themes, bigrams and trigrams, providing a comprehensive understanding of the 
community's discourse. 
Findings - Results indicate a strong anti-institutional sentiment, with users frequently rejecting mainstream 
scientific knowledge and promoting their own "research." The forum also exhibits clear support for Trump, 
linking his rhetoric to broader conspiratorial worldviews. 
Originality/value - This research provides critical insights into how online conspiracy communities frame 
institutional authority, use political figures to legitimize their beliefs and influence discourse on trust, democracy 
and social cohesion in the digital age. By integrating computational and qualitative approaches, this study 
contributes to the understanding of the socio-political dynamics of digital conspiracy spaces. 

Keywords Flat Earth, Conspiracy theories, Anti-science, Institutional power 

Paper type Research article 

1. Introduction 

The rise of online platforms and social media undoubtedly has facilitated the proliferation of 
various conspiracy theories (van Prooijen and Douglas, 2018). Often, the basis of the 
conspiratorial mindset is a lack of trust in institutions that has developed in parallel with the 
transformation of the media (Flew, 2021). This erosion of trust in institutions has been 
particularly evident in the political sphere, where the interplay between conspiracy theories, 
populism and governance has become pronounced, especially during the last decade of 
the elections' outcomes. The connections between conspiracy theories and politics 
have already been widely studied in the prism of the presidency of Donald Trump in 
the United States (Hamilton, 2024; Hellinger, 2018; Kessel, 2022; Neville-Shepard, 2019; 
Pirro and Taggart, 2023). According to Kessel (Kessel, 2022), Trump uses a unique strategy of 
enhancing conspiracy theories through entertainment and his social media profiles (Haupt 
et al., 2021; Kessel, 2022; Ross and Rivers, 2018). However, the majority of research 
concentrated on Trump's supporters' communication on Twitter (Bastos and Farkas, 2019). 
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