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The Flat Earth Is a Trust Problem, Not a
Science Problem
Scientists keep answering flat-earthers with evidence. The evidence is right. It is not what is
missing.

A pastor took a group of flat-earthers to Antarctica to stand under the midnight sun. One of them changed his
mind. This essay is about why the other did not, and what the institutions that run on evidence keep getting
wrong about him. He is not short of facts. He has stopped trusting the people who hand them out, and more
facts from those people cannot fix that.
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The physicist Brian Cox answered the flat-earther’s clever argument, granted that these people are not
idiots, and stopped there.

What does a man who believes the Earth is flat have to teach the institutions that run on evidence?
More than they have been willing to learn from him.

People who have the evidence on their side have a habit, and they cannot see it in themselves. When
someone does not believe them, they explain again, with more evidence. This essay is about why that
fails, and what it costs. The short version: the person who does not believe is not short of facts. He has
decided not to trust the people handing him the facts. More facts from those people are more of what
he has already turned down.

Earlier essays in this series split trust into two kinds. Assumed trust is the kind a person gives in
advance, because the source is old, or official, or because he was taught to. Inferred trust is the kind he
works out afterward, from what he can see of how the source behaves. [1] The argument here rests on
that split, and it comes down to this. An institution whose legitimacy rests on accurate evidence cannot
assume it is legitimate in anyone’s eyes because the evidence is accurate. Legitimacy is extended by
the person, on the flat-earther’s terms, which are now everyone’s terms: can I see it, or do I trust the
one who says he did? The institutions cannot show everyone everything with their own eyes. But they
can stop assuming two things: that being right will be enough, and that contempt is free. Under
assumed trust, those habits cost little, because nobody was reading them. Under inferred trust, they are
the evidence the other side is reading.

Flat-earthers are the cleanest place to watch this, because nothing rides on the shape of the Earth. The
same mistake, made where something does ride on it, has a bill attached. And the machines now
answering everyone’s questions are about to make it universal.

The glacier

In December 2024 a pastor from outside Denver took a group of flat-earthers to Antarctica to look at
the sun. He paid the travel and equipment of four of them himself. [2] By his account, both sides had
agreed on the test before they left. On the usual flat-earth map, Antarctica is a wall of ice around the
rim of the world, and nowhere in the far south can the sun stay up for twenty-four hours. On a globe,
in the southern summer, it does. So they went south, and at midnight the sun was still up, circling the
sky.

One of them had spent years making flat-earth videos. He said on camera that sometimes you are
wrong in life, and that he had thought there was no twenty-four-hour sun. [3] Within weeks he said he
was stepping away from the movement. [3] Another man in the group accepted the sun, kept the
belief, and by spring was working on a new model that could hold both. [4]

Decades of photographs from orbit had not done what that trip did for one man. And the trip did
nothing for the other. The difference between those two men is what this essay is about.
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The test at the glacier. On the globe, the sun circles the sky and never sets. On the flat map it has to set. At midnight it was still
up.

The clever argument

In a short video published in July 2026, the physicist Brian Cox takes on a flat-earth argument. [5] If the
Earth spins once a day and also goes around the sun once a year, then six months from now the side
facing the sun at noon should be facing away. Noon should have become midnight. It has not. So the
Earth does not move, and the four minutes a day that astronomers add to the day are a patch to save
the theory. Cox called the argument clever, and it is. The answer is that the four minutes are not a
patch. They are the thing being observed. The Earth takes about twenty-three hours and fifty-six
minutes to turn once against the stars, then about four minutes more to bring the sun back overhead,
because it has moved a little way along its orbit in the meantime. The flat-earther saw something real
and put it in the wrong frame.

Cox says one more thing in the clip, and it matters more than the astronomy. “These people,” he says,
“they’re not idiots. What they’re doing is focusing on one thing ... and then being suspicious about the
rest.” [5] That is further than the evidence side usually gets. He grants the man his intelligence, and he
names the suspicion. Notice where he stops. The suspicion is treated as a habit of mind, a fault in how
the man looks at things, and that is where it is left. Nobody asks what the rest is, who supplied it, or
why the man stopped taking their word for it. The rest is everything he was asked to believe on
someone else’s say-so. That is the question this essay is about, and the four minutes cannot answer it.
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What happens next for the person Cox is answering is usually nothing. It is likely as hard for a
flat-earther to fathom what Brian Cox is saying as it is for Brian Cox to fathom what the flat-earther
believes. They are looking at the same sky through two different instruments.

Cox decides what is true the way a scientist does. Run the test. If anyone who runs it gets the same
answer, the claim stands, no matter who made it. A bishop and a clerk look through the same
telescope and see the same moon. That is the beauty of the method. It swaps the question of whom to
believe for a question anyone can settle. But most people will never run the test. They take it on faith
that the people who ran it did it honestly. The method does not get rid of trust. It moves it, from the
man making the claim to the people running the test.

The flat-earther decides what is true the older way. He believes what he can see with his own eyes,
and what people he trusts have seen with theirs. That is how most people have decided most things for
most of history, and it works until the thing in question is too big to see from where you stand. Then it
comes down to one question: do you trust the people who say they saw it? He has decided he does
not. So Cox’s explanation arrives from the one source he has already ruled out. He is wrong about the
sky; the four minutes prove it. But the four minutes cannot reach the real disagreement, which is not
about the sky at all. The two men disagree about what counts as a reason to believe something.

The script

For a hundred and fifty years the people with the evidence have answered flat-earthers by supplying
more of it. That is understandable, since evidence is what they have, and it is right, since the evidence
is true. It has also not ended the movement. In 1870 a flat-earther bet five hundred pounds that six
miles of canal would show no curve. He lost in front of an agreed umpire, and spent the next five years
accusing the winner of fraud. [6] In the 2018 documentary Behind the Curve, flat-earthers test a
gyroscope sensitive enough to feel the Earth turn. It shows fifteen degrees of drift an hour, exactly what
a turning Earth should give. The man running it says on camera that they were “not willing to accept
that,” and they go looking for another cause of the drift, in the heavens rather than in the Earth. [7] The
reading was accepted. The explanation was moved somewhere nobody could check.

The pattern is so regular it can be written as a script. A believer makes a claim. A scientist explains,
correctly, why it is wrong. The believer does not accept the explanation. The scientist, or more often
the scientist’s audience, mocks him. The believer goes home having learned two things: that the round
Earth comes with contempt attached, and that the people who hold it were never going to take him
seriously. Both confirm the one thing he was already sure of. The institutions are not on his side.
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The script. Evidence enters at step two. Trust leaves at step four.

This is not a claim that evidence never works. On most questions, for most people, a correction moves
them a little toward the fact. [8] The flat-earther who is still a flat-earther is the limiting case. The
correction reaches him from a source whose word is worth nothing to him, and more evidence from
that source cannot close a gap that is about the source.

Being right is necessary. It is not the same as being believed.

Held on credit

Here is the fact the whole debate keeps walking past. Nobody checks that the Earth is round. A few
hundred people have seen it from orbit. Everyone else holds it the way they hold most of what they
know: on credit. School said so. The map says so. The pilot, the satellite that finds the phone, every
government on Earth. [9] It may be the most institutional fact there is, believed by nearly everyone and
checked by nearly no one. That is assumed trust, in its purest form.

The flat-earther has called in that credit, and the record shows he did not start with the Earth. When
researchers interviewed thirty people at the first flat-earth conference in 2017, the lead researcher later
said that twenty-nine had come to it through YouTube, and most had got there from videos about other
things first: the moon landings, the attacks of 2001, a school shooting. [10] The flat earth was the last
thing their distrust reached, not the first. That is how credit works. It is not withdrawn one fact at a
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time. It is withdrawn from the lender, and then everything that lender ever supplied comes due at
once.

What replaces it is the oldest rule there is: believe what you can see. The horizon looks flat. Water lies
level. A man who keeps that rule, and lets the horizon decide what he looks at, will reason his way to
a flat earth honestly, from the only evidence he still accepts. He is a skeptic with the institutions taken
out. The religious believer in the movement, and there are many, has not stopped trusting either. He
has moved his trust from the agency to the book. The question was never whether a person trusts. It is
whom.

Notice how little rides on this. No policy turns on the shape of the Earth, and nobody’s health does.
What a believer has at stake is social: a community, a standing in it. Those are stakes in belonging, not
in the fact. Take them out and what is left is the mechanism by itself. It does not stay where it costs
nothing.

The bill

In 2020 the United States ran a crash program for a vaccine. What follows is an anecdote, not a
measurement, and it should be read as one. In September 2020, with the trials still running, one host of
The View said she would take the vaccine after the president’s daughter took it, and another asked
whether the agency that approves vaccines had been politicized so a vaccine could appear right
before the election. [11] Fourteen months later, with a different hand on the same agency and the same
vaccine, the same table told an unvaccinated guest that she was putting her personal freedom ahead of
other people’s safety, and that the show should not allow such misinformation on its air. [12] The hosts
were not lying in either year, and this essay does not say they were. This author reads the contrast as
inferred trust, sensitive to whose hand is on the institution. KFF polling also found partisan differences.
That September, 85 percent of Democrats and 35 percent of Republicans worried that political
pressure would rush FDA approval before a vaccine’s safety and effectiveness had been established.
That concern about approval was not itself a refusal to be vaccinated. By October 2021, party
identification, including independents who leaned toward a party, was the strongest predictor among
the variables KFF modeled of whether an adult reported receiving at least one dose. [13] Those were
different questions in different samples. They did not show the same people reversing their trust, or
establish that a change of administration caused anyone to do so.

Opinion 1. Unlike the flat earth, this one came with a bill. A study linked 538,159 all-cause deaths
during 2018–2021 among voters aged 25 or older in Florida and Ohio to their 2017 Republican or
Democratic voter records. The two groups’ excess death rates were similar before vaccine eligibility
widened. In the period from spring through the end of 2021, after eligibility opened to all adults, the
adjusted excess death rate among Republican voters was 43 percent higher than among Democratic
voters. The difference was primarily seen in Ohio. [14] The study had no individual vaccination or
trust data and did not establish what caused the gap. The reading is this author’s: trust may be part of
the explanation, but these results do not prove it.
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The age of AI

The earlier essays argued that trust in AI is checked now, not assumed. [1] The machines that answer
questions are the biggest institution of evidence ever built. Ask one why the Earth is round and it gives
the Cox answer at once, to anyone, for nothing. By this essay’s argument, that is the problem, not the
cure. A model has no name, no money at risk, no test it agreed to beforehand, and no sun to stand
under. And because the machines are built to agree, as an earlier essay argued, each side will rent its
own expert, and the argument in the language of evidence becomes free, instant and endless. The
believer’s rule, believe what you can see, will break where it is weakest, in anything that arrives on a
screen, once a video of a midnight sun can be made in an afternoon by someone who has never seen
one. For anyone not standing under the sun, which is nearly everyone about nearly everything, what is
left is the oldest question: whom do I trust. The age of AI does not make the flat-earther a relic. It makes
him a preview.

Opinion 2. The obvious answer is to forbid it. Build the machines so they will not help anyone argue
against what science has settled. This author thinks that cure is worse than the disease. Most of what
the method can address is not settled, and the line between settled and open is a judgment that has
been wrong before. A rule against questioning settled things is a rule against the method, enforced by a
company. Worse, it puts the labs in the chair of deciding what is true for everyone who asks, which is
the one chair no institution of evidence should want, because it turns a trust problem into a power
problem. A machine that refused the flat-earther would not persuade him. It would confirm everything
he already thought about the people behind it.

What stands between

The pastor had three things no space agency has: a name, his own money on the line, and a test
agreed before anyone knew the result. Then he stood under the same sun. One man changed his mind
and one did not, so that is not a recipe. But it is the whole difference between evidence about the fact
and evidence about the people, and trust is built on the second. None of it made the pastor right. It
made him answerable, and that is what a person needs before he will believe.

Opinion 3. That is what stands between institutions of evidence and institutions of belief. Not a fact;
nobody is short of facts. Being right is necessary. It is not the same as being believed. The institutions
cannot take everyone to the pole, and they cannot make anyone trust them. What they can do is stop
handing the other side its evidence: the explanation offered as if it settled the matter, and the contempt
that follows when it does not. Under inferred trust, both get read.

What would an institution have to do to earn your trust back? Share your view in the comments.
Subscribe free to On Borrowed Times for more essays on institutions, merit and AI.
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