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The World That Was : An investigation of lost cities, hidden empires, and their role in online pseudoarchaeological communities.
Abstract

In recent years, alongside the rise of innovative social media platforms such as TikTok, fast spreading pseudoarchaeological conspiracies have spread across the western world. The legacy of these conspiracies, their uptake on social media, and their impact on heritage identity has largely been ignored amongst archaeologists and heritage professionals. The usual attitude towards pseudoarchaeological theories by most heritage professionals is that it is better to ignore the theory and its proponents, as tackling the theory head on is seen as energy intensive on the part of the professional or academic. While traditional pseudoarchaeological conspiracies such as Atlantis, Ancient Astronaut Theory (AAT), and claims around the pyramids have all been thoroughly debunked over recent decades by a small circle of archaeologists and academics; newer claims regarding Tartaria, and Mud Flood have largely gone unanswered. This dissertation seeks firstly to explain the history behind claims of lost continents, cities, and civilisations presenting where the theories have arisen from, the often ethnonationalist agenda behind them, and the racism inherent behind them. Secondly, the dissertation will investigate the phenomenon surrounding Tartaria and Mudflood conspiracies followed by the role of social media in forming and spreading internet communities and finally, how the heritage sector can best tackle the challenges these claims present. 

This dissertation aims to approach these theories from the author’s archaeological background while also addressing the psychological theories addressing why people believe in claims of lost civilisations. Drawing on ideas found in sociology and psychology, this dissertation will treat pseudoarchaeological theories along the same lines as conspiracy theories with which they share a number of similar elements. It is hoped that at the completion of this investigation the text will provide heritage professionals, academics, archaeologists, and social media content creators with guidance on how to address pseudoarchaeology and pseudohistory in order to reduce the harm and damage that they can cause often while hiding behind innocent entertainment.

Research Questions

1. Explore the nature of pseudoarchaeology/pseudoheritage/pseudohistory, its history, role in society, and role in identity formation
2. How prevalent are pseudoarchaeological conspiracies on TikTok and do these have links with other platforms e.g., YouTube, Twitter, Websites?
3. How can the heritage sector discuss pseudoarchaeological conspiracies without giving them the authority they crave?
4. Can social media be used as a suitable methodological tool to showcase how interesting archaeology is without the need for conspiracy, fantastical civilisations, or extra-terrestrial intervention.
Overarching Aim

The overarching aim of this study is to elucidate the phenomenon of pseudoarchaeology and its role within identity formation in particular the impact and spread these theories have on social media platforms. A secondary aim of this study is to highlight how all pseudoarchaeological theories whether new or old have insidious natures based in ethnonationalism and racism.
Objectives

· Outline the history of specific pseudoarchaeological claims in particular Atlantis, Mu, Lumeria and their influence on the ‘newer’ theories of Tartaria and Mudflood.
· Highlight the role played by social media, in particular the video sharing platform TikTok, and how it spreads pseudoarchaeological conspiracies.
· Present method for how the heritage sector can not only tackle and debunk pseudoarchaeological claims, but also demonstrate to the public how important and fascinating archaeology is on its own merit.
Proposed Methodology

· Collection of primary source material through mining of pseudoarchaeological hashtags on TikTok and linked videos on YouTube. Identifying key themes and techniques following Fagan’s’ (2006) criteria of what constitutes pseudoarchaeology.
· Qualitative surveys of professional contacts to understand historic environment professionals experience of, and approach to pseudoarchaeological claims. Survey of the public through Facebook and Twitter for their views and experience of these claims, and survey of professionals on the Pseudoarchaeology Wall of Shame group to understand the views and experience of scholars in this field.
Contribution

This dissertation will be a sole project for the author, with the resulting work seeking to provide the heritage sector with guidance on how to tackle pseudoarchaeological and pseudohistorical theories, particularly those present on social media platforms such as TikTok, an area not yet fully understood by archaeologists and other heritage professionals.
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