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Abstract

Social media communities are increasingly considered as spaces where evidence-based information about history is undermined.
We combine expert interviews and content analysis of debates about genocide in a popular online contrarian community
to understand how to mitigate the spread of misleading information across such communities in the domain of history. We
analyse 1725 entries on |0 Reddit forums dedicated to debating and promoting scepticism towards international consensus
about prominent historical topics. The entries we analyse cover three topics referred to as genocide by forum members: the
Holocaust, the Holodomor, and the COVID-19 vaccination. The prevailing view suggests that contrarian expression fosters
smaller, ideologically homogeneous, and relatively radical online spaces where differing views are diminished or entirely
absent. To the contrary, we analyse real-life behavioural data to demonstrate substantial scepticism towards contrarian
narratives even in some of the most popular dedicated online communities, which may suggest that these spaces are more
internally contested than prevailing theories imply.
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Introduction solutions, we analyse engagement with user-generated con-
trarian expression. This analysis is a necessary prerequisite
for normative recommendations, as the literature on mitigat-
ing misleading information in other domains, beyond his-
tory, commonly debates platform engagement mechanisms
as a key immediate solution to the problem, but offers con-
flicting views on their effects (International Panel on the
Information Environment, 2023). We use content analysis
and regression analysis to examine the link between platform
engagement mechanisms (endorsement and replies) and con-
trarian expression that is sceptical or manipulative in rela-
tion to facts about genocide. This provides evidence to
inform whether platforms should, for instance, remove such
expression or foster counter-engagement. Second, to address
the normative question more directly, we interview experts
to evaluate alternative solutions to reduce the spread of mis-
leading information across online contrarian communities.

The spread of misleading information' about historical
events increasingly puts social media in the spotlight as
spaces where verified information about issues of common
concern is undermined (Jungherr & Schroeder, 2021). This is
particularly urgent with respect to contested historical events.
Global emergencies like the COVID-19 pandemic (Sturm &
Albrecht, 2021) and the context of countries like China that
lack an open internet (Farrell, 2016) are bound to intensify
the contestation around the interpretation of ongoing events
that will pass into history.

Debates and disagreements are an essential part of the
public sphere. However, some online communities tend to
host more misleading information than others and are fre-
quently dedicated to debating and promoting statements that
are sceptical of an international consensus about historical
events (we label such statements ‘contrarian expression” and
their spaces ‘contrarian communities’; see Supplemental
Appendix B for the full definitions). We aim to understand
how to mitigate the spread of misleading information across .

. . . Corresponding Author:
such communities in the domain of history. Ralph Schroeder, Oxford Internet Institute, University of Oxford, Oxford

We fulfil this aim by addressing two objectives. First, to  ox2 6GG, UK.

build an empirical foundation for considering mitigating Email: ralph.schroeder@oii.ox.ac.uk

'University of Oxford, UK
2University of Liverpool, UK

Creative Commons CC BY: This article is distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 License
BY

(https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/) which permits any use, reproduction and distribution of the work without further permission
provided the original work is attributed as specified on the SAGE and Open Access pages (https://us.sagepub.com/en-us/nam/open-access-at-sage).


https://uk.sagepub.com/en-gb/journals-permissions
https://journals.sagepub.com/home/sms
mailto:ralph.schroeder@oii.ox.ac.uk

Social Media + Society

While debates about misleading information online have
come to the foreground in areas like political extremism or
vaccine information (e.g., Bright et al., 2022), in the litera-
ture to date, there has been less discussion of online plat-
form-based user-generated misleading information about
history. We rely on real-life behavioural data originating
from online debates that contain contrarian expression on
three topics referred to as genocide by online community
members: the Holocaust, the Holodomor, also known as the
Great Ukrainian Famine of 1932-33, that killed as many as
four million people under Stalin, and COVID-19 vaccination
programmes that contrarian groups often describe as ‘an act
of genocide’ (see more about these cases in Methods and
Cases). We focus on two types of contrarian expression: one
that puts forward a position that is sceptical of the interna-
tional consensus about a topic (a contrarian statement) and
one that manipulatively questions the foundations of the
fact-based interpretation of these events though not overtly
sceptical (distortion). We also analyse expert interviews to
contextualise our findings from the perspective of the exten-
sive discussions about the objectivity of history in relation to
online debates.

The Holocaust is often considered a key reference in the
literature on online communication about genocide.
Distortion of the Holocaust is far more common online
than denying it outright (Bright 2022), specifically when a
distortion falsely equates it with other historical or con-
temporary events, such as COVID-19 vaccination policies.
This suggests that outright falsehoods about history may
be less dangerous online than a deliberate distortion in the
representation of historical events that suits contemporary
agendas, as with conspiracy theories relating to current
politics.

Throughout history, genocide has been a charged topic in
which contrarian views have been especially heated. In
online spaces, there is often a possibility that contributors to
debates join in to agree with each other, leading to a “per-
ceived consensus’affecting opinion formation (Lewandowsky
et al., 2019). Researchers have described such communities
as ‘filter bubbles’ or catalysts for extremist radicalisation
(Wojcieszak, 2010). To counter this trend, research has
investigated promoting engagement with cross-cutting views
and opinions (Elgesem et al., 2015; Oswald & Bright, 2022).

This study builds on previous literature, discussed exten-
sively in the next section, about the spread of misleading
information and contrarian expression online, which have
informed our hypotheses (Krafft & Donovan, 2020;
Lewandowsky et al., 2019; Oswald & Bright, 2022; Robison,
2020). To anticipate, our study reveals substantial scepticism
towards contrarian expression across history-focused
debates, which may challenge the notion that such views fos-
ter smaller, ideologically homogeneous, and relatively radi-
cal online spaces where differing views are diminished or
entirely absent. Expert interview brought a humanities per-
spective on the mitigating solutions debate, emphasising that

the mitigation of misleading information should consider a
non-technical perspective, bring people to work with com-
munities, and address the gatekeeping functions of platforms
and their economic model. This finding can support efforts to
counter the spread of misleading information in contrarian
communities.

Theory and Hypotheses

Theories about the communication of controversial topics
commonly focus on how people respond to statements that
challenge people’s beliefs (Krafft & Donovan, 2020;
Lewandowsky et al., 2019; Robison, 2020). These theories
are often built on data from experiments that draw highly
conflicting conclusions. While it might seem intuitive that
exposure to opposing viewpoints can lead to some degree of
agreement, Oswald and Bright (2022, see also Schroeder
2022) find that this exposure online leads to a hardening of
extreme positions. Further empirical evidence demonstrates
that challenging ideas that contravene an individual’s estab-
lished views can cause a feeling of dissonance (Harmon-
Jones & Mills, 1999).

We analyse community data on debates about controver-
sial topics collected from Reddit, a popular platform for dis-
cussing current affairs. Reddit affords forum-like debates
and user-driven content ranking, making it a useful object for
studying online discussions. It was the eleventh most visited
website in the world and the sixth most visited in the United
States as of November 2021 (Amaya et al., 2021). Reddit
users, who are normally pseudonymous, contribute with
threads (or discussion boards) and comments across clearly
defined dedicated communities known as ‘subreddits’, where
they discuss specific topics, such as football or hobbies.
Everyone can join the discussion, though some are only open
to users above 18years old. Comments can take the form of
text, images, videos, or links to other websites. Authorised
members moderate comments, and they have the power to
remove content or users. Reddit is a good case for studying
contrarian expression in online communities because its sub-
reddits house numerous contrarian groups and the platform
encourages users to rate others’ comments by up- or down-
voting, which can help gauge if a comment is supported or
rejected by the community. We also refer to this voting as
expression reinforcement.

Multiple design features can potentially influence con-
trarian expression on platforms like Reddit. These include
platform engagement mechanisms (Neff et al., 2012), the use
of pseudonyms (Herasimenka, 2022), and moderation poli-
cies. The latter issue is specifically important for the forum-
like Reddit discussion space. In communities where users
discuss history, the authority that subreddit moderators exer-
cise helps them to encourage or prevent debates, while dif-
ferent moderation styles can lead to more participation and
proper sourcing of materials (Linkevicius de Andrade &
Vasques Filho, 2022).
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However, as elsewhere, the strictness of community mod-
eration on Reddit varies. A commonly posed explanation for
the spread of contrarian expression is that less-moderated
communities are relatively closed and ideologically homoge-
neous spaces cutoff from diverse viewpoints (Herasimenka
et al., 2023; Marwick & Lewis, 2017). We investigate these
communities by focusing on the type of engagement and the
frequency of expression by their members: the score (the bal-
ance of up- and down-votes) each comment on the platform
receives, the number of replies to it, as well as the frequency
with which a given user posts comments in a community.

First, each comment on Reddit receives a rank of scores
calculated as a sum of up- and down-votes by users. These
scores affect how content is displayed in the feeds of users.
Theories in information studies and social psychology argue
that perceived threats or criticism from outgroup members
may lead community members to rate ingroup-provided con-
tent more favourably (Chinn et al., 2023; Jost & Amodio,
2012). Hence, groups like r/conspiracy, where contrarian
membership is prominent, can see contrarian expression
reinforced through up-voting behaviour. Moreover, users can
manipulate Reddit scores to reduce their cognitive disso-
nance from opposing views (Harmon-Jones & Mills, 1999).
Our hypothesis thus posits that:

Hypothesis 1 (H1): Contrarian expression may be rein-
forced via up-voting, while other types of expression are
devalued.

Second, does contrarian expression trigger a higher level of
activity within a community? Evidence suggests that threat-
ened ingroup members seek to affirm identities by persuad-
ing others of their position and positive image (Klein et al.,
2007), with online contrarian argument potentially helping in
this affirmation. These actions might be especially prevalent
among ingroup members who believe an audience is observ-
ing their performance, especially when their status is uncer-
tain (Klein et al., 2007). On Reddit, contradicting a view may
be signalled by commenting, with contrarian expression sig-
nalling threatening and motivating stronger responses. This
leads us to the second hypothesis:

Hypothesis 2 (H2): Contrarian expression will trigger a
more active discussion through comment replies than
non-contrarian expression.

Our final hypothesis shifts the focus to the audiences of con-
trarians: how fast and extensively does contrarian expression
reach wider audiences? Can engagement with contrarian
expression trigger a higher volume of similar expression
immediately, so that manipulative content spreads faster?
Selection effects make it difficult to predict their subsequent
actions. Unsuccessful coping with cognitive dissonance could
result in disengagement, where individuals cease community

engagement to avoid dissonance-inducing information (Case
et al., 2005). However, audiences can continue to consume
contrarian content as a component of meaning-making and
identify reaffirmation through their engagement, even after
being exposed to evidence and facts (Marwick, 2018).
Assuming contrarian groups’ expression can reinforce con-
trarian views, we propose our third hypothesis:

Hypothesis 3 (H3): Engagement with contrarian expres-
sion makes users more likely to continue their active par-
ticipation in the community discussion.

Methods and Cases

Online Communities: Case Selection and
Background

To sample the cases of the discussions of controversial histori-
cal events, we focused on the theme of genocide. We selected
this theme after an initial screening of the r/conspiracy com-
munity on Reddit. This is perhaps one of the largest online
communities in English dedicated to debating and promoting
scepticism towards international consensus about key histori-
cal issues. It had almost two million members who ‘challenge
issues which have captured the public’s imagination, from
JFK and UFOs to 9/11°, says the community’s self-description
(https://www.reddit.com/r/conspiracy). The screening showed
that some of the most commented threads on this subreddit
related to history contained ‘genocide’ in the headline. Indeed,
it is arguably among the most debated topics in recent history
and consistently widely debated on Reddit. We should add
parenthetically that the data analysis preceded the recent hos-
tilities in the Gaza Strip and Israel, which started on 7 October
2023, in relation to which the term genocide has again been
heavily contested. While this conflict falls outside the scope of
our study, this context nevertheless points to the relevance of
our analysis, which we address by discussing how future work
might build on our study.

We used the Reddit functionality to sample the threads
mentioning the theme of genocide in the title by the following
criteria: the amount of engagement in the form of comments
they received since the establishment of the tr/conspiracy
community and the level of controversy as marked by the
platform algorithms based on users’ ratio of up- and down-
voting in the community. This sampling strategy resulted in
three sets of threads covering three distinct cases related to
genocide that attracted substantial attention among users: the
Holocaust, the Holodomor, and COVID-19 vaccination as
‘genocide’. The Holodomor preceded the Holocaust, whereas
COVID-19 is closer to the present, thus providing a wide
range. See the metadata summary for the sampled threads in
Supplemental Appendix A. One of the collected threads on
the Holodomor is from a separate community called 1/
Documentaries, where users discussed documentary films.
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This specific thread was extensively referred to in r/conspir-
acy, so we included this thread in our sample. We anonymised
this publicly available data and removed all metadata that
might identify its authors. The data-collection procedures fol-
lowed the platform’s terms and conditions, utilised an official
API, and received relevant ethics approvals (see Supplemental
Appendix E).

First, our sample includes threads discussing the genocide
of Jewish people during World War II, known as the
Holocaust. This long-standing contentious topic has attracted
many conspiracies developed by online contrarian communi-
ties (Bright, 2022), specifically in ‘r/conspiracy’. We col-
lected data from all the threads in this community with higher
engagement rates (defined as more than 200 comments) and
containing the word ‘Holocaust’ in a title. As two identical
threads discussed David Cole, one of the key voices in the
contrarian Holocaust community (see Appendix A in
Supplemental Material), we focused on the most commented
thread. This strategy allowed us to sample two threads focus-
ing exclusively on the Holocaust, in addition to three threads
discussing the Holocaust and the next topic of interest, the
Holodomor.

Second, the Holodomor was orchestrated by the leader-
ship of the Soviet Union in order to crush peasant resistance
to the collectivisation and maximise grain delivery for Soviet
industrialisation, as well as to eliminate the Ukrainian inde-
pendence movement (Applebaum, 2017). The official
Russian propaganda denies that this constituted genocide,
while more than 30 countries and the EU have officially rec-
ognised the Holodomor as genocide. We again selected all
the threads in the r/conspiracy community that contained
‘Holodomor’ in the title and that had more than nine com-
ments. This strategy resulted in four threads focusing on the
Holodomor.

Finally, we selected a discussion, ‘Are we witnessing
genocide?’, that focuses on the COVID-19 vaccination pol-
icy as an act of genocide. Perhaps this example is too recent
to be regarded as history; however, it offers an instructive
complement to the two other cases about the dynamic of
knowledge, and the pandemic will, of course, be discussed as
history in the future (Baldwin, 2021).

Online Communities: Data Analysis

Our analysis of online data builds on existing approaches to
study contrarian expression on Reddit, specifically around
climate change (Oswald & Bright, 2022). As explained ear-
lier, we collected data on three history-related cases using
Reddit’s official application programming interface in
November 2022. This data comprised 2014 user comments
(our unit of analysis) on three genocide-related themes from
10 threads.

The analysis consisted of three stages. First, we took a
random sample of 1725 comments from the collected data
and coded them as either featuring ‘contrarian statements’ or

Table I. Descriptive Statistics of the Dataset Analysed.

Manually coded

Contrarian statements (mean) 0.09
Contrarian statements (SD) 0.22
Distortion (mean) 0.05
Distortion (SD) 0.29
Score (mean) 823
Score (SD) 41.03
Number of replies (mean) 1.08
Number of replies (SD) 1.48
Number of observations 1725

Notes. For the definition of contrarian statements and distortion variables,
please see Supplemental Appendix B. Score is the sum of up- and down-
votes received from users.

‘distortion’ (Supplemental Appendix B). This simplified
approach cut across many nuances of historical debates:
many contributors expressed a mix of scepticism about the
international consensus in relation to one or another topic
while supporting other parts of the consensus. Nevertheless,
this simplification was essential for our study; it captured
key divisions within communities. The manual coding
allowed us to address the peculiarities of natural language
that algorithmic solutions are often unable to capture effec-
tively, such as humour or images.

Second, we conducted a pilot coding exercise of approxi-
mately 10% of our random sample in three steps, which
allowed a team of four postgraduate research assistants and
one of the authors to compare their coding experiences
before adopting the final coding template. Following this,
the full random sample was coded. The coders compared
their article coding and resolved any discrepancies through
conversation with the broader research team. See Figure C1
in Supplemental Appendix C for histograms of the results of
this analysis.

Third, we analysed our results descriptively (Table 1) and
conducted data diagnostics (see Supplemental Appendix D).
This analysis entailed a need to log-transform the outcome
variables for our models examining the reinforcement of
contrarian expression via up-voting (M1) because of the
skewed distributions observed. We built these models using
a linear regression with multiple group fixed effects. We
included fixed effects on the time when a comment was
posted to control for the temporal effects of the data, as post-
ing varied over time. We also included fixed effects on the
theme of the subreddit where a comment appeared.

For M2 models that tested how users were replying to
contrarian expression, we used a generalised linear model
with a negative binomial distribution due to the presence of
overdispersion in the data, controlled by the time of the day
and the topic of a subreddit where the comment appeared.
This approach allowed reducing overdispersion and address
multicollinearity identified among the dummy variables for
the day of the week and year. For M3, we utilise a PWPGap
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Time model (Amorim & Cai, 2015) to analyse the relation-
ship between engagement and the likelihood of commenting
again. The model considers complete comment histories,
clusters standard errors at the author level and includes a
number of replies the comment received as a control vari-
able. We used HC1 robust standard errors in all models. See
Supplemental Appendix D for details.

There are three key limitations to the methodology
detailed so far. First, Reddit is a US-centric space.
Nevertheless, it is one of the most visited social media plat-
forms globally, and our impression of the data suggested it
was not particularly US-centric. Second, the scope of subred-
dits and topics was limited (we could have examined more
history topics, for example), and any quantitative analysis of
texts is bound to lose some of the nuances of the discussions.
Therefore, qualitative analysis of the Reddit data or inter-
views with Reddit participants would have benefited our
analysis. Third, as Supplemental Appendix C discusses,
Reddit data is rarely complete over time, as with any main-
stream social media.

Expert Interviews

To contextualise our findings on online communication, we
solicited the views of experts in the public understanding of
history, online communication, and digital media through
semi-structured interviews. Our research questions focus
specifically on the dynamics of online contrarian communi-
ties, so the primary inclusion criterion was demonstrated
expertise in how historical narratives and public knowledge
are shaped and contested in digital environments. Quantitative
analysis on its own would be rather uninformative without
giving a sense of how experts make sense of contrarian
expression about history online, specifically in relation to the
topic of genocide. Furthermore, without contextualization of
how experts think about how the topic is discussed online,
also compared to other topics and to how it is discussed in
other media, our analysis would lack a sense of why such
online discussions are significant for how the public engages
with history. We interviewed 10 experts, whom we selected
based on their direct knowledge of the subject, and used the
snowball approach to obtain a wide range of views. See
Supplemental Appendix E for a list of the interviewees and
the interview protocol.

Results

Contrarian Expression

This section presents our analysis of how users in Reddit
contrarian communities typically react to contrarian expres-
sion about genocide. Descriptive statistics of our dataset are
presented in Table 1. We found that 10% of the coded content
tended to contain distortion statements, while contrarian
comments constituted 6% of the coded dataset.

In other words, more comments tried to direct a conversa-
tion into questioning the accepted historical interpretation in
a subtle way rather than outright opposing this interpretation.
Hence, contrarian expression is only a minority in these his-
tory-debating communities. We also see that the conversa-
tional content we analysed was less engaging than other
types of contrarian expression: on average, every comment
we studied received only one reply and eight scores. In
Oswald and Bright’s (2022) study of climate scepticism on
Reddit, by way of comparison, each comment received seven
replies and 14 scores on average.

Before presenting further quantitative results of our study,
we provide a few full examples of data points in a context
that demonstrate the results based on our thematic analysis of
the conversations. The examples are mostly (mostly, because
some comments are not revealing) chosen because they are
among content pieces in our dataset that received the most
engagement as measured by the number of comments and
scores.

The community comprising users who discuss the
Holocaust sometimes refers to prominent voices as ‘research-
ers’ building up ‘revisionist institutions’. These users want to
sound like academic historians referring to ‘historical” publi-
cations and arguments. One of the comments in the Holocaust
thread shows this tendency:

For anybody wanting to read a good revisionist study of
Treblinka by actual, sober, publishing researchers, there is
Treblinka. Extermination Camp or Transit Camp? [link trimmed
by Authors] (0 comments, 7 scores)

In contrast, those who support the existing scientific consen-
sus around the Holocaust are often described in this commu-
nity as ‘anti-revisionist’:

The anti-revisionist laws in many countries are foul and stupid.
They exist as part of a larger picture of political correctness that
also outlaws ‘Islamophobia’, ‘homophobia’, ‘racism’, etc.
Thankfully, here in the U.S. the First Amendment has held firm
in the face of attempts to limit political speech. Other nations are
not so fortunate. (2 comments, 9 scores)

Perhaps the major claim discussed around the Holocaust
concerns the number of victims, rather than denying the fact
of the Holocaust outright:

The Korherr Report (Himmler’s statistician) puts the number of
murdered Jews at a little under 2.5 million by early 1943.
Deniers can’t account for those Jews. It’s because they were
indeed dead. Add to Korherr’s figure the Jews who died after the
extermination camps were closed in 43, and you’ll get a
ROUGH figure of 3 million. It’s a Holocaust, no doubt. But not
6 million. (3 comments, 3 user scores)

However, the community is not necessarily dominated by
Holocaust revisionists. The following is the highest-ranked
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comment about the Holocaust, which expresses no contrar-
ian views:

Welp, I’ve read all that I need to read. This discussion is over. [
really thought we had a live one here, not another disinfo
Zioshill. (3 comments, 42 scores)

The Holocaust also emerges as a topic of other analysed
themes on r/conspiracy, concerning vaccination as an act of
‘genocide’. This example is the most commented comment
identified as opposing the accepted scientific consensus in
our dataset:

If we get this vaccine every 4-6 months, what makes you guys
think they won’t put in graphene/nanobots and take out whatever
race or whatever their agenda is slowly? Yes this is a genocide,
of who.. it is unclear. But Klaus Schwab’s family was friends
with Hitler. It is a very slow boil genocide. They created the
virus, and they created the solution which is mandatory now to
keep your job (8 comments, 11 scores)

The main theme that united many users expressing an opin-
ion about the Holocaust and vaccination was a mistrust of the
government or other institutions with authority. Yet the
engagement with the topic was quite different between the
two types of threads: the Holocaust content was much more
rooted in a quite detailed discussion of history, involving
exact numbers, dates, and places, while recent events in the
news drove vaccination genocide debates.

The most engaged content in our dataset covered the
questions of the Holodomor as an act of genocide. For exam-
ple, this highest-scored comment also discussed the
Holodomor and was identified as using distortion:

Don’t forget as many westerners seem to’ve though that Winston
Churchill took similar actions that caused millions to starve in
Bengali India. It’s not just a problem of Stalinism or communism,
it’s a problem of any people with excessive authority who
believe their ethos to be utilitarian. [. . .] (3 comments, 56 scores)

The lowest-scored comment that we identified using distor-
tion is presented below. It compared the Holodomor to the
Holocaust:

[. . .] there is a difference between making big mistakes while
trying to industrialise a backwards feudalist society, and
intentionally creating death camps for jews. (3 comments, -20
scores)

The highest-scored comment overall was also about the
Holodomor. Just like most of the content in our dataset, it
expressed no opposing or distortion views. However, the
score it received was really unusual for our dataset (Table 1):

Its seriously disgusting the amount of people that refuse to admit
this was intentional, when Stalin orders grain collected from

ukranian peasents, when there was already a very poor harvest
and orders it sent to the army and sold abroad that is fucking
intentional. We as an entire soceity need to stop this rewriting of
the history of the stalinist USSR. [. . .] (19 comments, 1,293
scores)

Against the background of these examples, we return to the
quantitative analysis. Table 2 presents fixed-effects linear
regression models, with each observation representing a
comment. An additional control is comments without a URL.
The score outcome variables are log-transformed, with expo-
nentiated coefficients representing percentage changes.

Hypothesis Testing

To investigate whether contrarian expression is reinforced
via up-voting while other types of expression are devalued
(H1), we examined the relationship between comment con-
tent and comment score. The results indicated that comments
containing contrarian statements (b=0.04, p=.388) or dis-
torted statements (b=0.02, p=.491) do not receive signifi-
cantly higher scores than other types of comments across the
analysed discussions. In addition, this model has several
limitations, as discussed in Supplemental Appendix D. These
results provide insufficient evidence to support H1, suggest-
ing that other types of expression are not necessarily
devalued.

H2 posits that content featuring contrarian expression
receives more replies than non-contrarian content. Comments
with higher distortion levels (b=0.19, p=.02) or containing
contrarian statements (b=0.22, p=.037) received signifi-
cantly more replies. While this quantitative evidence is mod-
est and should be interpreted with caution, it indicates that
contrarian content may trigger more active discussion, sup-
porting H2.

H3 posits that individuals engaging with contrarian
expression are more likely to continue their engagement with
the community. We measure this engagement through com-
menting activity. The analysis of variation in the effect of
engagement with contrarian comments on a chance of post-
ing again over time (M3) revealed a statistically significant
association between engagement with contrarian statements
and a shorter time until a user’s subsequent comment
(HR=1.36, p=.042). This suggests that users who engage
with contrarian statements tend to post again more quickly.
However, no statistically significant relationship was
observed for engagement with comments of a milder expres-
sion type, distortion (HR=0.87, p=.23).

A proportional hazards test revealed that this effect varies
over time (Figure 1), showing an increase in likelihood to
comment again within the first 10min before stabilising
around the mean. This suggests that exposure to contrarian
statements, though not distortion, is associated with increased
continued engagement, providing partial support for H3.
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Table 2. Reactions to Contrarian Expression.

Reinforcement (log) (M1) Replies (M2) Comment Again (log) (M3)
Distortion 1.02 0.19* 0.87
[0.90, 1.23] [0.03, 0.36] [0.42, 1.23]
Contrarian 1.04 0.22* 1.39%
statements [0.89, 1.34] [0.01, 0.43] [1.02, 4.00]
Holodomor 0.20* 0.227%*
[0.05, 0.36] [0.06, 0.38]
Vaccination 0.25%* 0.26%*
[0.09, 0.41] [0.10, 0.42]
Num. Obs. 1647 1647 1596 1597 768 768
R2 0.490 0.490 0.118 0.117
R2 Ad. 0.168 0.168 0.098 0.097
RMSE 0.24 0.24 0.92 0.92 0.84 0.83
Log. Lik. -1946.2 -1950.2
F 3.270 3.294

Notes. 95% confidence intervals are reported in square brackets. For the definition of contrarian statements and distortion variables, please see
Supplemental Appendix B. Reinforcement refers to the measurement of the balance of up- and down-votes a comment received. We calculated the
probability to comment again for users who engaged with comments containing contrarian statements.

*p < .05, *¥p < .01.
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Notes. Visualising users who engaged with comments containing contrarian statements only (M3, contrarian statements). The dashed horizontal line
indicates the average effect of a probability to comment again; the orange area indicates the 95% confidence interval.

Expert Interviews

The discussion below focuses on three themes that emerged
through thematic analysis of our interviews based on
grounded theory: contrarian expression around history topics
online, the role of platforms in spreading contrarian expres-
sion and possible solutions that can mitigate this process.

Contrarian Expression and History Online

The interviewees most often discussed contrarian expression
about historical topics in the context of nationalism,

identities, populism or education. The relevance of historical
narrative for politics was frequently emphasised, as the
experts believed that it is hard to have a political argument
without a historical narrative (Faisal Devji), ‘while particular
kinds of conspiracy seem to appeal to particular political per-
suasions’ (Jane Winters). It was evident from the interviews
that contrarian expression is widely spread in different con-
texts, both in the Global South and the Global North (Amogh
Dhar Sharma), and used for political manipulation, though it
is also the case that ‘many people regard history as a form of
entertainment’ (Peter Furtado), which the experts linked to
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the affective dimensions of media use, the delegitimization
of expertise, and political populism:

Most historical conspiracy theories have some kind of political
or social significance. And what they do first of all, is to
challenge orthodox expert knowledge. They form a part of a
more general phenomenon, which you can see in COVID-19
conspiracy theories, the American moon-shot in 1969, and
many, many others. So it’s part of a populist wave of challenging
expert knowledge. (Richard Evans)

Nevertheless, experts’ perceptions of manipulation and con-
troversies often revolved around a belief in the continuation
of many key debates and arguments in society, where ‘what
becomes controversial changes from time to time [. . .] and
it’s not clear how much of this is absolutely new and how
much is returned’ (Faisal Deviji).

The experts did not tie the spread of contrarian expression
to the introduction of the internet or social media exclusively.
Instead, they saw the internet in the context of the evolution
of technologies that are used to spread controversies. People
in previous periods largely relied on word of mouth, and later
the printing press for this purpose (Richard Evans). Still, in
recent years, some qualities of the internet made conspirato-
rial content more widespread. Among them was the avail-
ability of free, open and abandoned content (Tobias Blanke),
the availability of affordances for coordination of action
(Josh Cowls), as well as the speed with which information
spreads on social media and the possible ‘volume’ that it can
reach:

The spread of manipulation online is not technology driven, but
I think it is significantly technology assisted in terms of the
speed and scale and availability. (Jane Winters)

As a result, the standard of public discourse ‘has declined
drastically: [. . .] it has become less courteous, less informed,
and less rational’, the historian Richard Evans believes.

The topic of the Holocaust is a good example that reflects
all these aspects. The experts frequently linked this topic to
the questions of the use of identity and nationalism in local
contexts, where the discussion of the Holocaust is ‘tied to
rising nationalism’ in ‘countries like Poland and Hungary’
(Jane Winters), as well as lack of education and the remote-
ness of this event:

It’s easy to believe in some way that it didn’t happen, cause how
could it have? It was so huge, surely it can’t have been that
terrible. [. . .] The further away you get from it, the easier it is for
people to say, well, it was distorted, it was exaggerated. So some
of it is definitely around that educational deficit and the living
memory question. And it’s an uncomfortable topic. (Jane
Winters)

At the same time, the experts suggested that people who
deny the Holocaust would not really call themselves

‘Holocaust deniers’, for at least three reasons. First, they try
‘to legitimise themselves by using terms that appear to be
mainstream’, such as ‘historic revisionism’ (as we saw in
the previous section, ‘revisionism’ was often discussed on
Reddit) — though ‘all historians are revisionist’ to some
extent (Richard Evans). Second, some countries, like Austria
and Germany, have introduced legislation that regulates
expression around the topic of the Holocaust, so Holocaust
deniers ‘moderate’ their language for fear of ‘breaking the
law’ (Josh Cowls, Peter Furtado) — though not all experts
found regulation effective in addressing the problem.
Finally, the language of ‘historical revisionism’ has also
become more sophisticated. Jane Winters compared this lan-
guage to how ‘the right in the US deals with school shoot-
ings’, when instead of denying a tragedy has happened,
interest groups ‘try to minimise’ the consequences and pos-
sible countermeasures.

The Role of Platforms

Almost every interviewed expert, unprompted, referred to
the concept of ‘gatekeeping’ when discussing the evolution
of public communication about history:

The internet and social media help to bypass traditional
gatekeepers of opinion information. [. . .] What we’re facing
now is a period where disinformation spreads through the
internet equally with disinformation. A subject that we haven’t
really mastered yet we haven’t decided where freedom of speech
should be restricted. (Richard Evans)

However, some experts argued that platforms already func-
tion as new gatekeepers because they ‘had to become more
editorial’ (Niels Bruegger). As a result, they can ‘direct peo-
ple to controversial content [. . .] without you being aware that
is happening’ (Jane Winters). Interviewees’ prevailing assess-
ment of this ‘new gatekeeping’ seems negative. Josh Cowls,
who has researched fringe online platforms, observed that
key gatekeepers on many platforms are human moderators,
and communities on platforms like Reddit where contrarian
content is more likely to spread are ‘probably moderated by
people who have a passion for conspiracy theories and are
much more willing to believe them. And so moderation isn’t
going to be very effective in that case’. At the same time, ‘the
standards of historic debate can be quite good and less algo-
rithmically affected’ on history-dedicated and heavily moder-
ated communities on Reddit compared to other popular
platforms (Ales Bystryk). This can be explained by the ‘pseu-
doanonymity’ of its users, as well as the less-intrusive algo-
rithmic curation in its timelines (Josh Cowls).

The experts were not fixated only on a gatekeeping func-
tion when explaining the spread of contrarian expression in
online communities like Reddit. First, they emphasised that
online contrarian communities will always be around, as
people like ‘to belong to communities’ with established
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norms, including the norms of expression (Ilan Milligan).
Second, they observed that contrarian expression might seem
to dominate or be prominent in some online spaces due to
‘clustering’ (Josh Cowls), whereby much comment is shared
online independently rather than being somehow organised
in a coordinated way.

Third, some experts observed that platforms are full of
‘sensational and clickbait’ content (Peter Furtado), with
debates being reduced ‘to the shouting of slogans [. . .]
because you cannot expand your views at length, [. . .] and
whoever shouts loudest seems to be the most listened to’
(Richard Evans). In this environment, communicating con-
trarian expression may be more appealing and persuasive
than fact-based information (Jane Winters). Finally, the
experts believed that many members of these communities
are ‘not interested in the dialogue, they just want to continue
repeating what they have already decided’. At the same time,
they do not ‘have any good reason to connect to other actors
unless it was something that could support their view’ (Niels
Bruegger).

Solutions

Most of the experts we interviewed advocated greater regula-
tion of platform companies that would focus on content mod-
eration (Ian Milligan), a different model for advertising as a
means of generating income (Jane Winters) and real compe-
tition and choice on the platform market by ‘fragmenting
large corporations’ (Faisal Devji). Many interviewees saw
‘no value in endless arguments on social media’ (Faisal
Devji), especially

in the case of conspiracy theorists, [who refuse to] to modify or
change, let alone abandon their own arguments in the face of the
evidence. And that’s why you can’t really argue with them. [. . .]
It is very important that that debate takes place within the limits
of what is allowed by the evidence (Richard Evans).

The interviewees argued that solutions could not be simplis-
tic and should consider a humanities perspective instead of
the exclusively technological one that seems to dominate the
‘solutions debate’ (Tobias Blanke). For example, web-histo-
rian Niels Bruegger argued for the regulation that should
focus on ‘information handlers’ rather than on the web in
general, as opposed to a platform-only focus. Jane Winters
suggested bringing people formerly involved in the spread of
conspiracies to work with contrarian communities, just like

former gang members quite often take part in youth work to try
[to] keep people away from gang violence because they can
speak to them as someone who has been in their position and
understands them.

It is hard to overstate how much the experts emphasised the
importance of education, school curricula and information lit-
eracy in addressing unverified information and conspiracies.

Discussion and Conclusion

Our findings add to the understanding of the spread of mis-
leading information in online contrarian communities (Krafft
& Donovan, 2020; Lewandowsky et al., 2019; Oswald &
Bright, 2022). We demonstrate that when controversial top-
ics are debated in such communities, their users do not nec-
essarily reinforce contrarian expression if it is injected into
their debates (H1). Instead, other expression types can be
more prominent and engaged across these spaces.

Hence, just like some other types of contrarian communi-
ties, history-focused threads on Reddit are hardly fully
homogeneous ‘echo chambers’ (Bright et al., 2022; Dubois
& Blank, 2018; Herasimenka et al., 2023). Instead, these are
spaces with vivid debates about controversies, at least when
it comes to a moderated online platform.

However, it may be that the shared stance of the commu-
nity is not allegiance to a specific contrarian view, but rather
a commitment to a form of radical scepticism. In this frame-
work, the rejection of any established claim — whether from
the mainstream or fellow contrarians — is the very activity
that draws online communities together, but this would also
be contentious. Moreover, in contrast to climate change
sceptic communities on the same platform (Oswald & Bright,
2022), contrarian expression is often only a minority in
spaces where debates about history controversies take place.

We also show that contrarian expression is associated
with more debate in the form of comments (H2), and users
previously engaged with contrarian statements may be
prompted to engage with a community again within a rather
short period (H3), at least if they encounter contrarian rather
than distorted statements. Just like many citizens remain
uninformed rather than misinformed about events, mislead-
ing information does not dominate online communities with
contrarian interests.

Our failure to confirm H1 contradicts the findings of
Oswald and Bright (2022), who used a similar method to
study contrarian expression about climate change. They
found that more engagement between opposing views leads
to contrarians digging in rather than moderating their posi-
tion. Perhaps this reflects the difference between the domains
of misleading information: statements covering climate
change may generate more fractious engagement than his-
tory-related statements. In addition, our scope is broader and
involves multiple themes and debates. On the other hand, we
confirm H2 and provide partial support for H3 in line with
the findings of Oswald and Bright: contrarianism leads to
more engagement through comments.
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This mix of findings has direct implications for our norma-
tive aim, as it demonstrates the potential role of platform
engagement mechanisms in mitigating misleading informa-
tion in the history domain. The finding that contrarian expres-
sion is likely to generate more debate suggests these are not
passive bubbles; instead, such views are being actively con-
tested. Therefore, our research shows that more focused
debates, discussions and replies potentially help rather than
damage efforts to prevent inaccurate information dissemina-
tion, even in relatively lightly moderated contrarian commu-
nities, by ensuring contrarian views face scrutiny.

Our expert interviewees pointed to many of the dysfunc-
tions in the information policies concerning online history
and offered a mix of solutions. Solutions like content mod-
eration or content removal are bound to involve trade-offs,
and this is an area of active policymaking and research
(Schroeder 2025). Reddit encourages the community self-
moderation of highly engaged discussions, though how
exactly moderation happens varies between communities.
Still, Reddit is likely to remain a space where contrarian
expression is present, just like in other sections of the pub-
lic sphere. However, as long as this does not produce illegal
content, platform affordances for moderation may make
this a source to add to the informed diversity of public
expression.

There is no scope here to relate our findings to the exten-
sive debates about objectivity in history, but the nature of
these debates can be highlighted by a book first published in
the late 1990s by one of our expert interviewees, which crys-
tallised the disagreements among historians, ‘In Defense of
History’ (Evans, 2018). The context of the book is important
since this was the time when ‘postmodernist hyper-relativ-
ism’, as Evans refers to it (2018, p. 254), perhaps reached its
peak. These debates have receded since then, but they long
pre-date the discussions in the 1990s, and are bound to con-
tinue. Evans’ book gained extensive coverage (pp. 346-347).
He notes that he was attacked for his ‘defense’ not just by the
postmodern relativist left-wing among the historical profes-
sion, but also by conservative right-wing historians who
thought that his version of defending historical objectivity
had too much in common with those favouring progressive
policies.

This controversy goes beyond the scope of this article, but
we can highlight one passage which gets to the heart of how
historical objectivity relates to discussions of genocide: ‘I
am arguing that historical relativism, the idea that the truth of
history can never be dsiscovered, makes it impossible to
refute Holocaust deniers’ (2018, p. 312) — or, we would add,
genocide deniers or purveyors of ideas linking genocide and
vaccination. Academic history is, of course, not the same as
popular history writing or the political or educational uses of
history, though the two overlap in works of popular history
by academic historians. The relations between them can be
put in an overly simplified way as follows: academic history

may be the redoubt — the repository of ground truth — which
prevents the manipulation — the backdrop against which pop-
ular understanding of history takes place.

There are parallels here with climate change science,
where climate scientists inform or provide the backdrop
against which the public or popular understanding of climate
change takes place, and where contrarian expression is also
rife. Thus, truth (not in the sense of a final truth but one based
on being open to evidence), based on expert knowledge,
needs to be part of a diverse public sphere in which open
engagement and discourse can take place and which is not
distorted or skewed or dominated by certain or narrow parti-
san agendas. The non-gatekept internet enables different
groups to try to dominate the discussion, but it also allows
challengers to emerge who can criticise dominant agendas.
These tussles between groups are needed for societies to
thrive and improve.

How different countries have dealt with their public
understanding of history can also be documented histori-
cally, as with Germany and Austria and their very different
approaches to their Nazi and Holocaust past (Art, 2005).
Examples of countries whose governments have recently
tried to make the public understanding of history conform
more to narrow partisan agendas include China (Mitter,
2020) and India (Sarkar, 2019). Popular historians have pro-
vided accounts of how the history and identity of nations are
interrelated (Furtado, 2017), and multiple groups try to
engage the public with history.

But a tension remains which we cannot resolve here,
between the truth acceptable to the careful judgement and
evidence-based analyses of historians, the need for public
understanding of history which should be informed by histo-
rians, the manipulative politicisation of history which must
be guarded against and legitimate contention in relation to
history which now also takes place online and which should
take place against the background of vigorous and open
debate informed by historians’ insights. Furthermore, as we
have mentioned, the need for the strictest content moderation
is currently the subject of much debate (Gorwa, 2024;
Schroeder 2025). Our argument is not that such contrarian
expression should be immune from moderation; rather, our
findings on engagement suggest that fostering counter-
speech can be a powerful tool alongside it. We have pointed
to some of the dysfunctions of online expression in the case
of history which will be subject to how these debates are
resolved more widely.

Historians will continually revisit discussions of geno-
cide. Trentmann’s recent history of Germany puts it as fol-
lows: ‘Some writers claimed that the singularity of the
Holocaust was a clever ploy by the German, American, and
Israeli “elites’ to obscure the West’s own racist violence, by
silencing the views of other genocides. As history, this is
plain wrong’ (2023, p. 668; referencing the historian Moses
(2021)). There will continue to be different approaches to
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history and models of online historical discussion and knowl-
edge. The internet can be a tool for publics to engage with
history, with social media functioning as gatekeepers in dif-
ferent ways. We have shown how discussions about history
take place online, including what experts think about this
phenomenon. Our analysis contributes to understanding
broader debates about online knowledge. It also sheds light
on how it may be possible to avoid the manipulation and
distortion of historical events.
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Note

1. The concept of misleading information lacks a universally
accepted definition within the academic community, and more
research is needed into the various terminologies (Kapantai
et al., 2021). Multiple terms are in use, including ‘disinforma-
tion’, which is often specifically used for the subset of untrust-
worthy information that is spread intentionally (Kapantai
et al., 2021). We use ‘misleading information’ as an umbrella
term referring to any information that turns out not to be sup-
ported by facts and can inform contrarian expression.
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