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Idols or Artifacts? An Exercise in Self-Reflexivity When Pondering
ISIS’ Destruction of Mosul’s Antiquities

By Thomas J. Whitley and Sam Houston

ISIS (or ISIL or, in Arabic, Daesh) has been busy not just killing Jordanian pilots and Coptic
Christians but also destroying antiquities and burning rare books in Mosul. The almost uniform
response has been one of disgust, at least among the online academic community. A friend who
worked in the Yale Art Gallery as a graduate student and got to work with some of the antiquities
that found their way to Yale from Mosul in the 1850s wrote about why we should care about
archaeological destruction. As scholars of religion, we realize the already seemingly
insurmountable limits to the work that we do. We are some of the first to “care” about this
destruction. These artifacts are rare and priceless! They offer us a window into worlds before
ours that we cannot replace! These thoughts and more come to the fore when watching
videos like the one in question where artifacts deemed “idols” by ISIS are being destroyed
systematically and deliberately.

These responses seem appropriate, even natural. Yet, Russell McCutcheon, as he is wont to do,
has pushed back against this response, and rightfully so. He asked on Facebook, for instance,

Is the problem that they’re destroying the past or, rather, that they’re not respecting the
choices we make concerning which of our pasts we enshrine?

Many would respond—and many have—that the destruction of any past object is deplorable. But
then, as McCutcheon laid out last year, we should be examining not just that such destruction has
taken place but why we care so much about these particular objects? That is, why do we care
about the destruction of statues from Nineveh and not about the destruction of a poem that a third
grader wrote? Why is one endowed with the status of “art” while the other is so easily tossed
aside?

McCutcheon’s point is that scholars are often just as “guilty” as our own objects of study of
endowing certain things, certain texts, and certain groups with value, worth, and meaning. We
then present as natural—“these stones merit our awe and respect”—that which is arbitrary. At
the end of the day these are stylized stones and many stylized stones are not so lucky as to
receive our awe and respect. Or, as Matt Day used to ask us, “why this rather than that?”

http://blogs.wsj.com/dispatch/2015/02/26/islamic-state-video-shows-militants-destroying-museum-artifacts-in-iraq/
http://finance.yahoo.com/news/isis-burns-8000-rare-books-030900856.html?soc_src=mediacontentstory&soc_trk=tw
http://samharrelson.com/2015/02/26/why-we-should-care-about-archaeological-destruction/
http://samharrelson.com/2015/02/26/why-we-should-care-about-archaeological-destruction/
http://edge.ua.edu/russell-mccutcheon/whose-and-who-rules/
http://religion.fsu.edu/faculty_matthew_day.html


2

McCutcheon is also concerned that we not quickly forget the destruction in our own past and that
we have and continue to engage in precisely the same tactic as ISIS. But the destruction in which
we engage is always for a legitimate reason, or so we tell ourselves. McCutcheon's critique is
summed up well in a recent post:

I wish to highlight . . . how quickly otherwise nuanced people forget their own
understanding of such things as the ideology of the museum, the politics of world history,
and discourse of civilization/barbarity, as well as the constructed nature of the past -
quickly, that is, when their own taken-for-granted narratives of progressive development,
value, cultural authority, and historical interconnection/lineage are called into question by
those who, presumably, subscribe to a rather different narrative.

His point is well-made and a necessary uncovering of the processes of naturalization that occur
in the academy just as they do in the wider world. At this point we seem to have moved from
“why we should care” to “should we even care?” But that seems to also be the wrong question.
Some will misconstrue McCutcheon’s point and say that we are left with two choices: caring
about the destruction of nothing or caring about the destruction of absolutely everything
(Snapchat would be anathema). Even McCutcheon has “no interest to smash any statues (ancient
or plaster casts), to rip apart any paintings, or to defend” the actions of ISIS. The more
appropriate question, then, seems to be how do we care about things like this in a manner that is
nuanced, honest about our positionality, and not patronizing or orientalizing?

A Way Forward

One necessary starting place seems to be recognizing that ISIS does not represent all Muslims or
even all residents of Mosul. Representing broad swaths of Muslim opinion, countless groups and
figures, including the Islamic Society of North America, the Organization of Islamic
Cooperation, and Turkey’s top cleric, Mehmet Gormez, just to name a few, have condemned
ISIS. Not only that, ISIS has become a favorite target of satire in many Muslim-majority
societies.

We might say, as some have, that ISIS is simply acting out their own agency and doing with their
past what they see fit (i.e., destroying “idols”). However, they are not the sole owners of that
past. Of course, Iraqi Arabs, Kurds, Assyrians, and other minority groups inside Iraq have
legitimate claims on Mosul’s antiquities as a part of their own cultural heritage. Recently, Iraqi
Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi spoke out against ISIS’ destruction of artifacts and rare books
found in Mosul’s library and museum, declaring those objects to be the “inheritance of the Iraqi
people and their civilization” as well as “the inheritance of humanity.”

In this construal of Mosul’s antiquities as the “inheritance of the Iraqi people and their
civilization,” we might discover the means by which we can acknowledge the tragedy of this
situation with nuance and honesty. Al-Abadi’s language brings up a question raised by
McCutcheon in his reference to the “ideology of the museum.” That is, how did the ceramics,
sculptures, architecture, and other forms of cultural production which we are currently so
troubled over come to be considered a part of Iraq’s ancient heritage? One cannot begin to
answer this question without attending to Britain’s colonial past in Iraq. In his recent book on the
modern construction of Iraq’s cultural heritage, Lawrence Rothfield discusses the ways in which

http://edge.ua.edu/russell-mccutcheon/when-the-sledgehammers-come-out/#more-7988
http://mediamatters.org/research/2014/08/21/muslim-leaders-have-roundly-denounced-islamic-s/200498
http://america.aljazeera.com/articles/2015/3/2/SNL-parody-of-isil-made-headlines-but-its-far-from-original.html
http://www.cnn.com/2015/02/28/middleeast/isis-museum-antiquities-vandalism/
https://books.google.com/books?id=Qfb2_dZSx3MC&printsec=frontcover#v=onepage&q&f=false
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the establishment of museums throughout Iraq stemmed from the British colonial
administration’s belief that modern states should have national museums.

Among those who played a substantial role in this process was British archaeologist, spy, and
envoy to Iraq, Gertrude Bell. In the early 1920s, she took an active part in excavating,
documenting, and preserving historical artifacts from Iraq’s Mesopotamian past. She pursued
this project despite the fact that the newly coronated King Faisal I, seeking to define himself as
the Muslim leader of an Arab nation, demonstrated little care for preserving Iraq’s pre-Islamic
past. Receiving no objections from Faisal, Bell proceeded to create what would become a
national network of museums and libraries intended to house Iraq’s Mesopotamian past.

Later Iraqi leaders would eventually come to embrace this past, most notably Ba’athist president
Saddam Hussein. Pursuing a cultural policy during the 1970s that sought to create a cultural
heritage that would unite Iraq’s various religious and ethnic groups, Hussein directed generous
funding towards those institutions tasked with documenting and preserving artifacts from the
ancient Sumerians, Assyrians, and Babylonians. He not only encouraged this work as a means to
create a national ethos of “Iraqiness,” he also embraced archaeology as a way to establish his
own cult of personality. Hussein styled himself as a modern day “Nebuchadnezzar,” even going
so far as to hold massive rallies at the ancient site of Babylon. His patronage of the various
institutions responsible for preserving these antiquities continued through the 1991 Gulf War up
to the 2003 US invasion and occupation which brought an end to his rule.

Why the history lesson, you ask? While we might lament the loss of Mosul’s historical artifacts,
rare books, and archaeological sites, these do not necessarily hold the same value for everyone.
Those of us reading this have our reasons for lamenting the loss of this history, and ISIS has its
reasons for destroying (and looting) it; however, many Iraqis might have a more complicated
view. To be sure, many Iraqis have decried ISIS’ actions in Mosul, but it seems presumptuous to
assume that they should feel exactly as many of us do. These objects were, after all, first deemed
“authentic” Iraqi history by the British and were later used to legitimize an authoritarian regime.
As Islamic studies scholar Elliott Colla recently wrote, “Champions of antiquities and museums
need to acknowledge this history, not just wish it didn’t exist.” However, perhaps the biggest
reason why some Iraqis might feel more ambivalently towards these antiquities is that they are
currently more concerned with the loss of life being suffered by other Iraqis at the hands of ISIS.
This sentiment is captured by Iraqi poet Sabreen Kadm who lamented that, whereas the rare
manuscripts in Mosul were only paper, ISIS members “have killed the people in very horrible
ways.”

It seems appropriate to keep all of this in mind as we bemoan the destruction of Mosul’s
antiquities. In so doing, we just may be able to care from a position that acknowledges the
relative nature of categories like “historical artifact” and “cultural heritage,” that recognizes the
roles that colonialism and despotic regimes have played in constructing them, and that therefore
does not necessarily malign the views of others who fail to feel as we do about what has recently
taken place in Mosul.

Click here for the online version.

http://www.nytimes.com/2014/09/03/opinion/isis-antiquities-sideline.html?_r=0
http://www.juancole.com/2015/03/graven-idols-history.html
http://www.aljazeera.com/indepth/opinion/2015/02/sacrificial-books-mosul-150227060556341.html
http://rsn.aarweb.org/articles/idols-or-artifacts-exercise-self-reflexivity-when-pondering-isis%E2%80%99s-destruction-mosul%E2%80%99s
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