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Over the last few decades archaeologists and
heritage professionals have tried to construct a
more open dialogue with the public by giving
room to a wider range of voices. Although their
‘expert authority’ has always been questioned
by the public, archaeologists and heritage pro-
fessionals have come under more scrutiny. Some
people even believe that this ‘emancipation” pro-
cess has started to turn against them, noting that a
“post-expert” position in heritage research has un-
dermined valuable knowledge and that it implic-
itly promotes populist uses of the past (GONZALEZ-
RumBaL, GoNzALEZ & CRriapo-Boapo, 2018). In her
book, Heritage and Nationalism, Bonacchi makes
an excellent case against this critique, by showing
that public archaeologists can in fact “expose ap-
propriationsofthepast([...]sothatcitizensareaware
ofthemtomakefullyinformeddecisions” (BoNaccHI,
2022, p. 5). She does so by drawing on big data ap-
proaches to examine how the past is mobilized in
populist and nationalist discourse on social me-
dia. Such a big data approach is imperative. Due
to the rapid increase in which political discourse
is produced and disseminated by social media we
should try to understand the historical and civic
consciousness of the public, as well as promote
critical thinking. Within the context of this en-
deavour, Bonacchi coins the term “social heritage”,
toarticulate the ways to understand “the processes
andresultsof people’suseof the pasttointerpretthe
reality in which they live” (p. 8). The book presents
three case studies in which the author tries to un-
derstand these processes.

More specifically, she investigates how Classi-
cal Antiquity has become a rhetorical tool in pop-
ulist politics during the 2018 Italian General Elec-
tion (chapter 4), the Brexit Referendum (chapter
5), and around the discourse on “Trump’s wall”
(chapter 6). The corpus which Bonacchi con-
structs is enormous. The many posts and com-
ments on Facebook and Twitter that are gathered
to analyse this quickly runs into the millions. In-
deed, some of these tweets and Facebook posts
contain references to Classical Antiquity. For
example, some posts and comments published
on the social media pages of Italian politicians
stressed ‘corruption” as the primary cause for the
fall of the Roman Empire, and made constructed
a parallel with the present state of politics, hav-
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ing given the “border patrol to the barbarians” (p.
153). To stress the need to curtail immigration,
the British National Party wrote: “the hordes of im-
migrantsfromAfrica[...]isgoingtoshapethefuture
ofallWesternnations...thegreatestcivilizationever
created [...] will suffer the same fate as the Roman
Empire” (p. 88). Of the many tweets investigat-
ed surrounding the discourse of ‘Trumps wall’,
some were referencing Hadrian’s Wall (p. 127).

Within the limited space of this review, I
would like to point out two interesting theoretical
frameworks that Bonacchi operates with. The first
theoretical avenue that I would like to highlight
is the conceptualization of Jorn Riisen’s historical
consciousness, which contains four (potentially
overlapping) modes: tradition (uses of the past by
means of identification), exemplary (uses of the
past by means of generalization), critical (the past
as negation), and genetic (the historicised past
which is not present-centred) (p. 140). The great
majority of the cases in which classical antiquity
has been evoked by populists online align with
an exemplary kind of historical consciousness,
where it has been leveraged through analogies be-
tween the past and the present. It seems to be an
echo of Gibbon’s famous “decline and fall’ thesis.
By using Riisen’s framework, the author is able to
pinpoint what kind of critical toolkits is necessary
to engage the wider public in modes of critical
thinking. It is at this part of her argumentation
where I was most drawn to the book, since it en-
tails the planning of our political and educational
future. Bonacchipointsout:“Somemythshavepen-
etrateddeeplyintothehabitusofsocieties, totheextent
thattheyhavebecomealmostimmutable.Suchmyths
may be activated and de-activated” (p. 173).

This is closely linked to the second theoret-
ical concept that I would like to highlight from
Bonacchi’s work, which is less developed in the
book but speaks to the imagination of the read-
er nonetheless. As established, the past is often
invoked by those seeking to define boundaries
that maintain the status quo of a given imagined
community. Building on Zygmunt Bauman’s no-
tion of ‘retrotopia’, Bonacchi argues that this is
done because the past is a “stable, predictable and
thereforesecurespace;itprovidesaretrotopiawhich,
influid and fast-moving times, holds much greater
appeal than any future and risky utopia” (p.35). A
state of fluidity and insecurity is characteristic of
modernity, in which globalization and neoliber-
alism have eroded social security. “The re-affirma-
tionofimaginedbordersthatdefinethe’self” areput
inoppositiontoantagonise the “multiple’others’,
Bonacchi argues (p. 121).
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Which historical past is invoked is of course
also historically changing. As noted, the book de-
parts from the hypothesis that Classical Antiqui-
ty might be one of these national narratives, but
if we talk about these historical myths in terms
of “activated’ or ‘de-activated’, antiquity is sure-
ly a de-activated myth. This comes especially to
the surface in the analysis of 12 million tweets on
the US Immigration of Travel Ban. From this en-
tire dataset, only three tweets discuss Hadrian’s
Wall. I wholeheartedly agree with the author that
even ‘de-activated’ historical narratives are im-
portant to analyse, but it means that the research,
which started off as a quantitative, quickly be-
came a qualitative analysis in which some com-
putational methods were used to find the needle
in a social-media haystack. Case studies which
concentrate on different historical imaginations
are therefore welcome to investigate the still ‘acti-
vated” myths. Given the strong theoretical frame-
work of the monograph, I am certain that Bonac-
chi’s notion of ‘social heritage” provides fertile
ground for future research.
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