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There are two seemingly irreconcilable approaches to the targeted damage of
archaeological landscapes. One is upheld by quantitative archaeological survey
methodologies and stewardship discourses that prioritize the preservation of
archaeological landscapes. The other prioritizes the self-determination of people
who inhabit archaeological landscapes and is informed by (qualitative) ethnographic
methodologies. This paper uses the context of a geographically extensive regional
survey in south-central Turkey to address different patterns of archaeological site
damage in the study area. Assessments of inhabited archaeological landscapes
need to combine quantitative and qualitative methodologies and should fully
account for their respective ethical positions. These varied data and analyses can
be integrated towards the implementation of ethical and sustainable research and
heritage initiatives in long-term commitments to archaeological fieldwork.

Around 1980 a dynamite charge was set into a hieroglyphic-inscribed rock
monument at Kızıldaǧ in the Konya Plain in central Turkey [Fig. 1]. The monument was commissioned by a king called Hartapu who ruled a territory in the
Konya Plain during the Iron Age.1 The blast tore into one inscribed block scattering fragments of two separate hieroglyphic inscriptions down the hillside.2
To date there is no local record of this event and the motivations to blow up the
monument are not obvious.

1 The date of the monument continues to be disputed, ranging from the 12th century BCE based on

paleographic considerations (see Hawkins, Corpus of Hieroglyphic Luwian Inscriptions, 2000) to the 9th century
BCE based on the visual representation of the king (see Fig. 1), which shows many ‘Assyrianizing’ features that
appear to be contemporary with this later dating (see Eringhaus, Das Ende, das ein Anfang war, 2014).
2 Hawkins, Corpus of Hieroglyphic Luwian Inscriptions, 2000.
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Fig. 1 Map of the Konya Plain showing the KRASP survey area in the 2017 and 2018 field seasons and sites
mentioned in the text.

The image of King Hartapu in Fig. 2 is known locally as ‘çolak papaz’ – the
one-armed priest. In local folk legend the image of the priest is associated with
the Late Antique/Byzantine churches and monasteries that are so prominent in
this region. While the image has been locally interpreted as a prevalent Greek/
Christian inhabitant of the Konya Plain3 there are reasons to doubt iconoclastic motivations behind its destruction. The image of King Hartapu (or the onearmed priest) was not damaged by the blast and has not been otherwise defaced.
Rather the dynamite charge appears to have been set to dislodge a large stone
block, exposing one side of the block that is carved with the image of the king.
Also, a similar destruction has occurred more recently. In 2009 Roman reliefs
carved into a cliff face at the site of Adamkayalar near Mersin about 100 km of
southeast of Konya were partially damaged in a dynamite blast. When a Mersin
University archaeologist was interviewed about the destruction of the Adam-

3 For local historical memory of the Greek/Christian Rum, see Shankland, “Villagers and the Distant Past”, in: I.

Hodder (ed.), Towards Reflexive Method in Archaeology, 2000.
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Fig. 2 Drawing reproduction of an image of King Hartapu
carved into the Kızıldağ rock monument (modified from
Hawkins, Corpus of Hieroglyphic Luwian Inscriptions, 2000).

kayalar reliefs by the Turkish media he was quoted as saying: “The situation we
experienced here is not different from the destruction of historical artifacts in
Afghanistan”,4 referring to the Bamiyan Buddhas that were blown up by Mullah
Omar in 2001.
The motivations to destroy the Bamiyan and Adamkayalar monuments nevertheless appear different. Mullah Omar broadcast the explosive images to the
world in a televised production. At Adamkayalar, the men who set the dynamite
charge were allegedly treasure hunters who had targeted an archaeological feature in the landscape to prospect for a hidden cache of gold. The difference is
between a public and ideologically motivated spectacle in the context of Islamic

4 → https://www.cyark.org/news/dynamite-damages-ancient-reliefs-in-turkey (last accessed October 2020).
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extremism,5 and a clandestine activity at Adamkayalar which fits into a much
larger pattern of sanctioned and unsanctioned treasure hunting in Turkey today
(see below).6
The direct comparison between the Bamiyan Buddhas and the Adamkayalar reliefs reveals what Bernbeck has described as a “furor decontextualis” in
responses to the targeted destruction of archaeological landscapes in the Middle East.7 The quoted Mersin archaeologist disregarded the historical and social
dimensions of the dynamite blasts at both Bamiyan and Adamkayalar, failing
ultimately to explain how and why such violence was enacted in the first place.
For Bernbeck, attempts to understand the iconoclasm of Mullah Omar in Afghanistan, or ISIL/Daesh in Syria and Iraq, or the motivations to blow up the
Adamkayalar and Kızıldaǧ monuments, should not be understood as a justification for such activities. Rather, when academic responses become normative
they become by definition less critical, less analytical, and less academic. This
contribution aims to contextualize related activities in the Konya Plain as part of
a long-term research commitment to this region.
The editors of this volume (titled Statues also die) have encouraged a comparison between the fates of archaeological statues in the Middle East with the fates of
African statues from ethnographic collections that feature in the 1953 documentary film by the same title (Les statues meurent aussi). For the makers of the 1953
documentary African statues experienced death when they were re-contextualized in European collections. Their vitality was drained when they were displayed
in museums as witnesses to a primitive past. But for the makers of the documentary and other commentators on the film8 the spiritual death of an African statue
can be paradoxically reviving when the same object in the same ethnographic
collection features in the contemporary art of Africa today. The spiritual vitality of
the object has been replaced by a discursive vitality in the post-colonial present.
By making the comparison between the death of ethnographic and ancient
statues it is worth considering the ontological status of archaeological objects

5 For ISIL/Daesh see Harmanşah, “ISIS, heritage, and the spectacles of destruction”, Near Eastern Archaeology

7 8.3 (2015a).
6 For analysis of sanctioned treasure hunting in Turkey see: → https://www.saratprojesi.com/en/resources/

sarats-features/licensed-treasure-hunting-in-turkey-where-how-why (last accessed October 2020).

7 Bernbeck, “Heritage Politics”, in: R. Boytner et al. (eds.), Controlling the Past, Owning the Future, 2010.
8 See de Groof, “Statues Also Die”, Image and Narrative 11.1 (2010).
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more broadly. Over 99% of the material remains of the archaeological past have
been lost to oblivion and will remain lost to oblivion. A human will not gaze upon
those objects again. Yet a small percentage of the material remains of the past
have been salvaged from oblivion through sanctioned excavation or un-sanctioned digging or by erosional and other taphonomic processes. Archaeological
objects that were potentially consigned to oblivion (and death) have been made
present, or have become “reactivated” in human experience.9
From this perspective I question whether ancient statues can be killed by perpetrators of ideological and political violence. The performative act of killing
statues at Mosul in Iraq or at Bamiyan in Afghanistan paradoxically revived them
in a global discourse. They have achieved a kind of immortality and will die only
when they have become erased from local, national, and global memory. The
notion of killing an archaeological statue risks becoming normative when the
ancient life of the object is reified, and the trauma of its ‘death’ masks the recent
historical or contemporary past of the same object.
In this paper I expand the notion of damage/destruction to encompass large
pattern impacts on archaeological landscapes in the Konya Plain in central Turkey. Rather than focusing on individual and dramatic events, I use the context
of a geographically extensive regional survey (in the Konya Plain) to address
pervasive ‘looting’ and ‘spoliation’ in the study area. On the one hand, KRASP
[Fig. 1], like many other survey projects before it, has been recording targeted
damage to archaeological landscapes [Fig. 3]. But these quantitative data fall
short of explaining why such destruction occurs and otherwise fail to contextualize destructive patterns or occurrences. What is more problematic, such survey
projects risk becoming little more than surveillance on the people who inhabit
the same archaeological landscapes without necessarily offering countermeasures towards a sustainable strategy.
One of the largest challenges facing field archaeologists and heritage researchers and professionals is reconciling two divergent ethics: one towards the
stewardship of the fragments of the archaeological past, and the other concerned
with the self-determination of local communities to use the material remains of
the past in ways that benefit them.10 Methodologically, the former ethic is up-

9 Hamilakis and Anagnostopoulos, “What Is Archaeological Ethnography?”, Public Archaeology 8.2-3 (2009).
10 Barker, “Looting, the Antiquities Trade”, Annual Review of Anthropology 47 (2018).
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Fig. 3 Graph showing frequency of damage to archaeological sites in the KRASP study area.

held by the quantitative survey approaches of archaeologists. The latter ethic
problematizes the concepts of ‘looting’ or ‘spoliation’ (see below) by prioritizing
local value systems, experiences and needs. This qualitative approach is based in
ethnographic methodologies which appear, on the surface, to be irreconcilable
with the quantitative approaches of stewardship above.
Little effort has been made to integrate the two approaches under one research
agenda. In this paper I introduce some of the attempts of the Konya Regional Archaeological Survey Project (KRASP) to begin such a dialogue. It is hoped that by
combining quantitative and qualitative methodologies and fully accounting for
their respective ethical positions, these varied data and analyses can be integrated towards the implementation of ethical and sustainable research and heritage
development in KRASP’s long term commitment to the Konya Plain.

QUANTIFYING A ‘CRISIS’: ARCHAEOLOGICAL SURVEYS OF MODERNITY
Decades of political instability, infrastructural development and urban sprawl
have accelerated the rate of damage to archaeological landscapes in the Middle
East. The acceleration has given rise to a ‘crisis discipline’ among archaeologists
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and heritage professionals in this region. The crisis is underpinned by the concept of an archaeological record: an entity that is studied, curated, and indeed
created by the same archaeologists and heritage professionals.11 The archaeological record is in crisis due to the impact of warfare, looting, and other forms of
destruction related to the territorial advances of extremist religious groups, reclamation of marginal landscapes through industrial farming, and urban sprawl.
Methodologically, archaeologists have responded to the crisis as ‘stewards’ of
the archaeological record, for example by mobilizing aerial and satellite-based
surveillance technologies to monitor such destructive activities12 and to ideally
avert them in the future through cooperation with law enforcement and other
governmental agencies and NGO’s. On the ground approaches include emergency preservation measures at at-risk archaeological sites,13 the crowd sourcing of
video footage of destruction to archaeological or cultural heritage, in particular
in war zones14 and the development of training programmes for archaeologists
and heritage officials in impacted areas.15
Since 2016 the Konya Regional Archaeological Survey Project (KRASP) has
been recording a wide range of modern/contemporary activities that damage or
otherwise impact the archaeological landscapes in the Konya Plain [Fig. 3]. All
archaeological sites experience damage as the result of one of two taphonomic
processes. Schiffer originally made a distinction between n-transforms (natural,
normally erosional) and c-transforms (cultural). C-transforms can be identified
in any period of human re-habitation or re-use when the material remains of
the past have been altered by re-habitation or re-use.16

11 Wylie, “The Promises and Perils of Stewardship”, in: L. Meskell and P. Pells (eds.), Embedding Ethics, 2005.
12 For example Casana and Panahipour, “Satellite-based Monitoring of Looting”, Journal of Eastern

Mediterranean Archaeology and Heritage Studies 2.3 (2014); Brodie and Contreras, “The Economics of the
Looted Archaeological Site”, in: P.K. Lazrus and A.W. Barker (eds.), All the King’s Horses, 2012; Fradley and
Sheldrick, “Satellite Imagery and Heritage Damage in Egypt”, Antiquity 97. 357 (2016); Parcak et al., “Satellite
Evidence of Archaeological Site Looting in Egypt”, Antiquity 97. 357 (2016).
13 Al Quntar et al., “Responding to a Cultural Heritage Crisis”, Near Eastern Archaeology 78.3 (2015).
14 Danti, “Ground-based Observations of Cultural Heritage Incidents”, Near Eastern Archaeology 78.3 (2015).
15 See for British Museum ‘Iraq Scheme’: → https://www.britishmuseum.org/our-work/international/iraq-

scheme (last accessed October 2020); for ‘Safeguarding Archaeological Assets in Turkey’ project see →
https://saratprojesi.com/en (last accessed June 2019). For training in the methodologies of the Endangered
Archaeology of the Middle East and North Africa project see: Hobson, “EAMENA Training in the Use of
Satellite Remote Sensing and Digital Technologies in Heritage Management: Libya and Tunisia Workshops
2017–2019”, Libyan Studies 50: 63-71 (2019).
16 Schiffer, Formation Processes, 1987.
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At what point a c-transform is seen to be damaging an archaeological landscape, rather than being constituted in an archaeological landscape, depends on
an arbitrary definition of the ‘archaeological record’. For example, a range of activity in the Konya Plain during the Late Ottoman period damaged much earlier
mounded settlements in the KRASP survey area, including nitrate mining (for
munitions) and large-scale irrigation works. The impacts of these activities form
part of the historical landscape of the Konya Plain. Yet by excluding the Ottoman
mining and irrigation projects from the archaeological record, KRASP risks reinforcing pervasive biases in the field archaeology of the Middle East, including
the perceived secondary status of Ottoman (and more broadly Islamic) pasts.17
The large-scale irrigation works beginning in the late Ottoman period in the
early 20th century transformed a marginal landscape in the Konya Plain into one
of the most agriculturally productive regions in the Middle East. After a century
of resettlement and cultivation the resultant c-transforms observed in mounded
settlements include the vertical cuts of roads and irrigation canals, horizontal
damage from ploughing/tilling, the submersion of mounded settlements in the
reservoirs of irrigation dams, and the re-settlement of long-abandoned archaeological sites.
Other forms of more targeted damage have followed in the wake of the
re-settlement and re-use of this landscape. The graph in Fig. 3 shows that more
archaeological sites in the KRASP survey area were impacted by unsanctioned
digging than any other activity. KRASP has recorded evidence for digging activities that range from single shovel pits to massive trenches dug by mechanized
excavators. The reuse (or ‘spoliation’) of mostly Roman and Late Antique architectural and funerary elements is also pervasive in the villages of our study area
(Fig. 3 and Fig. 2, see further below).
All these activities constitute the cumulative effect of a century of cultivation
and resettlement on the archaeological landscapes of the Konya Plain.18 They
have radically transformed the landscape into a “modern one”, in line with the
destructive agency that has been identified in most modernizing projects.19 Im-

17 Baram and Carroll, “The Future of the Ottoman Past”, in: U. Baram and L. Carroll (eds.), A Historical

Archaeology of the Ottoman Empire, 2002.
18 For a comparable study see Cunliffe, “Archaeological Site Damage”, Journal of Eastern Mediterranean

Archaeology and Heritage Studies 2.3 (2014).
19 González-Ruibal, “Time to Destroy”, Current Anthropology 49.2 (2008).
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Fig. 4 Showing graffiti on a tumulus that had been damaged by unsanctioned digging. The
graffiti reads: “Turgay Işık” (name) and “deli coban” (“crazy shepherd”), with the date 02/10/2011,
presumably the day the tumulus was dug by Turgay Işık (photo by M. Massa, with permission).

Fig. 5 Re-used ancient architectural element in the wall of a modern farm building (photo by author).
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pacts are the result of agricultural and infrastructural development and targeted interventions in the form of re-used ancient architectural elements, unsanctioned digging, and explosive demolition. All these data have been compiled using
conventional archaeological survey methodologies, including field-walking and
the assessment of aerial (satellite) imagery. The data are quantifiable (e.g. in the
graph of Fig. 3), archaeological, and uphold the conceptualization of a ‘crisis’ in
relation to the archaeological heritage of the Konya Plain.

TOWARDS A QUALITATIVE ASSESSMENT OF INHABITED
ARCHAEOLOGICAL LANDSCAPES
The quantitative approaches above make a clear ontological and chronological distinction between the material remains from the ancient past (to be
safe-guarded) and the activities of the present (to be monitored). This contribution develops an alternative conception of an archaeological landscape by introducing multiple perspectives, Foucauldian knowledge/power discourses, and
the relational ontology of artifacts. It blurs the distinction between an ancient
past and the (modern) present by emphasising the durational qualities of ‘ancient’ things.20 For Harrison the methodologies of regional archaeological survey
can become “a creative engagement with the present and the spaces in which
the past intervenes”.21
Clearly ethnography has a role in understanding how people today inhabit
archaeological landscapes. Relevant methodologies were pioneered in Hodder’s
excavation at Çatalhöyük.22 Arguably the greatest success of the Çatalhöyük ethnographies23 relates to the way they informed later outreach initiatives towards
developing sustainable archaeological heritage strategies. The qualitative data
were used in attempts to break down barriers between the exclusionary activity

20 Hamilakis and Anagnostopoulos, “What is Archaeological Ethnography?”, Public Archaeology 8.2-3 (2009).
21 Harrision, “Scratching the Surface”, in: A. González-Ruibal (ed.), Reclaiming Archaeology, 2013.
22 See Fig. 1 for the location of Çatalhöyük in relation to the study area of the 2017 and 2018 KRASP field

seasons.
23 See Bartu, “Where is Çatalhöyük?”, in: I. Hodder (ed.), Towards Reflexive Method in Archaeology: the Example

at Çatalhöyük, 2000; Shankland, “Villagers and the Distant Past”, in: I. Hodder (ed.), Towards Reflexive Method in
Archaeology, 2000.
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of archaeological research and the interests of local and visiting publics.24
This research was less successful at analysing the historical asymmetries
that are inherent in legacy archaeological sites like Çatalhöyük, and the political
economic impact of archaeological practice at such sites today.25 Similarly, it is
worth considering the analytical value of recording local perceptions and stories about an archaeological landscape with a long excavation history such as at
Çatalhöyük (beginning in the 1960’s). Çatalhöyük (the site) has been dominated
by the authoritative discourses and activities of scientific archaeology for over
half a century. Some have been critical of the use of ethnographic analytics at a
site like Çatalhöyük because ethnography in such a context risks becoming little more than a ‘rendering as folk tales’ of local experiences and perspectives,26
which are implicitly or explicitly juxtaposed with the scientific and national/
global heritage discourses of the site.
Despite the global prominence of Catalhoyuk as an archaeological endeavour,
the majority of the archaeological landscapes of the Konya Plain remain outside
the purview of scientific discourses/activities and national/global heritage. These
‘marginal landscapes’ are more open to alternative (non-scientific or non-authoritative) uses and interpretations. The following discussion develops from KRASP’s
study of the same landscapes in the Konya Plain from 2017 to the present [Fig. 1].27
Short of providing an ethnographic account (relevant fieldwork is scheduled to
begin under the aegis of KRASP in 2021), I summarize some of the experiences
and preliminary observations of KRASP from the first fieldwork seasons.
Two patterns of targeted damage have emerged in the archaeological landscapes of the Konya Plain: the widespread re-use of ancient architectural elements (‘spoliation’, see Figs. 3, 5), and the even more pervasive evidence for
‘looting’ of archaeological sites (see Figs. 3, 4). Kinney has defined a spoliated object as ‘a survivor of violence’,28 adhering to the original Latinate term for
plunder or booty in a time of war. Similarly, looting is rooted in the Hindi term

24 See Atalay, “We Don’t Talk About Çatalhöyük, We Live it”, World Archaeology 42 (2010); Tringham 2012.
25 For contradictions in the Çatalhöyük mission see Berbneck “The Political Dimension of Archaeological

Practices”, in: D. Potts (ed.), A Companion, 2011.
26 Hamilakis and Anagnostopoulos, “What is Archaeological Ethnography?”, Public Archaeology 8.2-3 (2009).
27 See for preliminary results Massa et al., “The Konya Regional Archaeological Survey Project”, Anatolica 45

(2019).
28 Kinney, “Introduction”, in: R. Brilliant and D. Kinney (eds.), Reuse Value, 2011.
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lut meaning ‘to rob’ and was originally synonymous with appropriating spolia
in war.29 Today looting is often associated with activities in the wake of natural
disasters, civil unrest, and warfare. I start from the position that both terms can
be shown to be problematic in assessments of the archaeological landscapes of
the Konya Plain.
Spolia/spoliation is a gloss on a range of behaviour in this region. For example, the re-use of mostly Roman and Late Antique architectural and funerary
elements can seem very prosaic when ancient architectural elements feature in
construction projects in the walls of houses or gardens [Fig. 5], or when sarcophagi are re-used as watering troughs in farms and villages. The re-use can
also be more ideologically significant through appropriations in cemetery contexts in particular. In one cemetery KRASP recorded different architectural and
sculptural elements from at least one Late Antique church used as grave stones.
In another cemetery, an architectural element from a Late Antique church (with
Greek-inscriptions and cruciform iconography) was being used as part of a
musalla taşı: the table for displaying the deceased before burial.
A new vocabulary is needed and new analytical categories which recontextualizes such objects in the recent and contemporary pasts. This shift in perspective,
first and foremost, might include replacing the term ‘spoliation’ which implies an
act of violence against donor contexts (i.e. a Late Antique church) with a more neutral term like ‘appropriation’.30 For all appropriated objects a qualitative assessment
might begin by asking whether they represent recycling as a ready-made resource
or a more programmatic display of history. Similarly, distinctions can be made
between prosaic-seeming reuse, and the reuse of elements in more ideologically
significant contexts like cemeteries. A qualitative assessment can address how and
why and with what implications ancient architectural and funerary elements have
become immanent in local landscapes, forming part of the ‘stratified materiality of
places’31 or the materialization of local histories, memories and events.
Conversely when ‘looted’ objects become unearthed they tend not to remain
in local landscapes. Looting (in any form or in any context) is a type of theft,
which is often characterized by unauthorized entry, misappropriation of prop-

29 Green, “Looting, Law, and Lawlessness”, Tulane Law Review 81.4 (2007).
30 See Kinney, “Introduction”, in: R. Brilliant and D. Kinney (eds.), Reuse Value, 2011.
31 Harmanşah, Place, Memory, and Healing, 2015b.
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erty, and often concerted action. Looting can be distinguished from other forms
of theft in the lack of normal security provision often brought on by emergency
circumstances like natural disasters, civic unrest, or warfare.32 In archaeological landscapes, where looting has been defined as the “illicit, unrecorded and
unpublished excavation of ancient sites to provide antiquities for commercial
profit”33 there is rarely any security provision.
The most widely publicized occurrences of unsanctioned digging resemble
more conventional forms of looting. For example, there is a clear correlation between profound socio-political instability in the Middle East and the increased
frequency of unsanctioned digging following in the wake of the US-led foreign
invasion of Iraq, regime change, and during the territorial advances of ISIS/
Daesh.34 Unsanctioned digging has also been shown to be linked with criminal
networks and other forms of trafficking of drugs, weapons, and people,35 including terrorist financing.36
Yet, global surveys have shown unsanctioned digging to be pervasive,37 and
often decoupled from other forms of criminal activity and/or socio-political
instability. In Turkey, where limited “treasure hunting” is permitted under license,38 folk tales of lost/hidden treasures commonly feature in local accounts
of rural landscapes.39 The recent legal recognition of treasure hunting clubs in
Turkey has also widely legitimized related activities.40 A future ethnography in
the Konya Plain, framed within a wider study of inhabited archaeological landscapes, will need to address the following issues since conventional articulations
around looting fails to account for the nuances of destruction in the region.
32 Green, “Looting, Law, and Lawlessness”, Tulane Law Review 81.4 (2007).
33 Renfrew, Loot, Legitimacy and Ownership, 2000.
34 For overview see Barker, “Looting, the Antiquities Trade”, Annual Review of Anthropology 47 (2018).
35 Calvani, “Frequency and Figures of Organized Crime”, in: S. Manacorda (ed.), Organized Crime in Art and

Antiquities 2009.
36 For ISIS/Daesh see Keller, “Documenting ISIL’s Antiquities Trafficking”, → https://2009-2017.state.gov/e/

eb/rls/rm/2015/247610.htm (last accessed October 2020).

37 Proulx, “Archaeological Site Looting in ‘Glocal’ Perspective”, American Journal of Archaeology 117.1 (2013).
38 For Statute 2863, Chapter 3, Article 24 of the Cultural and Natural Heritage Protection Act published in

1984 see → http://www.unodc.org/res/cld/document/tur/law-1983_html/turkey-Law_on_the_Conservation_
of_Cultural_and_Natural_Property.pdf (last accessed June 2019).
39 → https://www.saratprojesi.com/en/resources/sarats-features/licensed-treasure-hunting-in-turkey-where-

how-why (last accessed June 2019).

40 → https://www.saratprojesi.com/en/resources/sarats-features/licensed-treasure-hunting-in-turkey-where-

how-why.
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THE POLITICAL ECONOMY OF UNSANCTIONED DIGGING
There are various stakeholders in the archaeological heritage of the Konya
Plain. Each of these stakeholders ascribes a specific value to ancient objects,
sites, and landscapes, whether socio-cultural (symbolic, spiritual, aesthetic and
educational), economic, or some combination of the two.41 In the Konya Plain,
unsanctioned digging involves local stakeholders but to what extent such activity reflects purely economic values remains to be seen (see below).
The presumption is that artifacts unearthed in unsanctioned excavations are
sold locally, whether (illegally) to a dealer in Konya or (legally) to the Konya Regional Museum. The illegal purchase by a dealer begins a long and complex journey for that object which begins in Konya and continues indefinitely through national and international markets. The object provides potential economic benefit
to stakeholders at every stage of the commodity chain: during archaeological appraisal, through demand by the collector, and in public appearances including in
auction houses.42 If the object is bought by the Konya Regional Museum it ceases
to circulate as a commodity but continues to yield potential economic benefit.
For example, by strengthening the museum’s collections and displays the object
might help attract further visitor income or public and private subsidies.43
The economic benefit of unsanctioned digging to people living in the Konya Plain remains to be seen. Ethnographic accounts have highlighted structural inequalities that encourage economically marginal people to seek alternative
forms of income through ‘subsistence digging’.44 For Hollowell the condemnation of subsistence digging as “looting” criminalizes communities that are already marginalized, in particular through national laws legislated to punish the
theft of national heritage. The ethnographies of Hollowell and others45 challenge dominant conceptions of heritage, including its commodification. These
accounts privilege the self-determination of local communities over both the
41 Brodie, “Archaeological Looting and Economic Justice”, in: P.M. Messenger and G.S. Smith (eds.), Cultural

Heritage Management, 2010.
42 Kersel, “The Value of a Looted Object”, in: R. Skeates et al. (eds.), 2012.
43 Brodie, “Archaeological Looting and Economic Justice”, in: P.M. Messenger and G.S. Smith (eds.), Cultural

Heritage Management, 2010.
44 Hollowell, “The Moral Arguments of Subsistence Digging”, in: C. Scarre and G. Scarre (eds.), The Ethics of

Archaeology, 2006.
45 See several papers in F. Field et al. (eds.), Challenging the Dichotomy, 2016.
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hegemonic interests of nation-states and the self-serving stewardship discourses of archaeologists. And yet, doubts have also been raised vis-à-vis the sustainability of subsistence digging as a solution to economic deprivation, in particular
because the people involved in digging normally receive only a small percentage
of the international market price for an artifact.46
At this preliminary stage (i.e. prior to ethnographic fieldwork), KRASP does
not have the socio-economic or qualitative data on rural communities in the
Konya Plain to distinguish subsistence digging from other motivations to dig.
It is clearly possible that unsanctioned digging might provide an extra source
of income for seasonal farmers in the Konya Plain. It is also possible that the
relative tolerance of treasure hunting within Turkish legal frameworks has lowered the risks involved in unsanctioned digging. Hence, the lowered risks might
have encouraged some people to pursue the activity as a hobby rather than as a
means of subsistence, with the potential for profit adding incentive.

UN-ECONOMIC VALUES ASSOCIATED WITH UNSANCTIONED DIGGING
The values that uphold unsanctioned digging are as diverse as the people who
engage in it. For those who pursue unsanctioned digging as a hobby, their motivation often resembles that of a professional archaeologist. Digging and collecting can enhance an individual’s connection to the past of a place.47 The past that
is often experienced by hobbyists is not dissimilar from official archaeological/
historical narratives, but with local and idiosyncratic variations.48 Hobbyists also
perceive artifacts as belonging to a distant past and worthy of reverence and
preservation. The formation and legal recognition of treasure hunting societies
and clubs in Turkey points towards the communal aspects of this activity,49 with

46 See Brodie and Contreras, “The Economics of the Looted Archaeological Site of Bab edh-Dhra”, in:

P.K. Lazrus and A.W. Barker (eds.), All the King’s Horses, 2012.
47 In Greece see Antoniadou, “‘Looting Unveiled, Archaeology Revealed”, in: A. Simandiraki-Grimshaw and

E. Stefanou (eds.), From Archaeology to Archaeologies, 2012; and Hart and Chilton, “Digging and Destruction”,
International Journal of Heritage Studies 21.4 (2014).
48 See Antoniadou, “‘Looting Unveiled, Archaeology Revealed”, in: A. Simandiraki-Grimshaw and E. Stefanou

(eds.), From Archaeology to Archaeologies, 2012
49 In New England Hart and Chilton, “Digging and Destruction”, International Journal of Heritage Studies 21.4

(2014).
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all the attendant social, emotional and psychological benefits of belongingness.
Similarities between hobbyists and professional archaeologists has led to a great
deal of mistrust and tension between the two.50
Several ethnographic accounts of unsanctioned digging have identified strong
ancestral associations with the material remains of the past. Some descendant
communities living on or near ‘collector sites’51 believe objects were left by ancestors to help in times of need.52 Here subsistence digging is upheld by a traditional moral framework. And yet, such relationships with the material remains
of the past appear to be mostly in the minority of ethnographic accounts. In the
Middle East, for example, where the (pre-Islamic) archaeological past often appears disconnected from local pasts,53 ethnographies of unsanctioned digging
have revealed little symbolic association with collector sites.54 In Israel and Palestine, unsanctioned digging has become associated with ‘negative heritage’.55
For (Palestinian) people digging up an (Israeli) past, “looting sites and selling the
artifacts bolsters a sense of self-determination, providing some (largely symbolic) measure of control over the situation”.56
From one informal conversation KRASP has learned about the involvement
of a local imam. One of his pastoral responsibilities includes providing spiritual
protection to people involved in unsanctioned digging against potentially malevolent entities (djin) that emanate from disturbed Christian and pagan grave
sites in particular. The involvement of the imam suggests a moral framework
for the activity and resonates with accounts from the Çatalhöyük ethnographies.
In villages close to Çatalhöyük there appears to be a strong correlation between
real or perceived grave sites and the religious life of these communities.57 Attri50 In Turkey see: → https://www.hurriyetdailynews.com/turkish-treasure-hunters-form-association-

archaeologists-irked-135180 (last accessed October 2020).

51 Hart and Chilton, “Digging and Destruction”, International Journal of Heritage Studies 21.4 (2014).
52 Hollowell, “The Moral Arguments of Subsistence Digging”, in: C. Scarre and G. Scarre (eds.), The Ethics of

Archaeology, 2006.
53 Jacobs and Porter, “Excavating Turath”, in: L. Mortensen and J. Hallowell (eds.), Ethnographies and

Archaeologies, 2009; for Turkey see Luke and Roosevelt, “Memory and Meaning in Bin Tepe”, in: O. Henry and
U. Kelp (eds.) Tumulus as Sema, 2016.
54 See for Bronze Age burials Politis, “Dealing with the Dealers and Tomb Robbers”, in: N. Brodie and K.W.

Tubb (eds.), Illicit Antiquities, 2002.
55 Abu El-Haj, Facts on the Ground, 2001; Kersel, “Transcending borders”, Archaeologies 3.2 (2007), pp.81-98.
56 Kersel, “The Value of a Looted Object”, in: R. Skeates et al. (eds.), The Oxford Handbook of Public

Archaeology, 2012.
57 Shankland, “Villagers and the Distant Past”, in: I. Hodder (ed.), Towards Reflexive Method in Archaeology, 2000.
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butions of supernatural agency to human remains has led to “recourse to Islamic
means to ward off unwished consequences when a grave is disturbed”, whether
the grave is understood to be Islamic or not.58
The graffiti in Fig. 4 also shows how unsanctioned digging relates to the appropriation of a landscape in the Konya Plain. It is indeed striking that the act
has been claimed (and timed/dated) so specifically with the graffiti on the damaged tumulus. It would seem the ‘crazy shepherd’ is posing a direct challenge to
the authoritative heritage discourses that would condemn both the digging and
the graffiti.

DISCUSSION: TOWARDS RECONCILING DIVERGENT ETHICS
AND APPROACHES
Based on comparisons with the Adamkayalar reliefs, it is probable that the
Kızıldaǧ monument was partially blown up whilst prospecting for treasure. The
strong correlation between the dynamite blast and unsanctioned digging leads
to two seemingly contradictory academic positions: one which prioritizes the
preservation of archaeological landscapes and places the blame for their destruction on the commodification of the archaeological past; the other which
prioritizes the self-determination of the people who inhabit the same landscapes in an attempt to understand how these activities relate to the political
economy and social and moral frameworks of these communities. Most of the
data generated in the former approach are quantitative and derive from conventional archaeological survey methodologies. Data represented in the graph in
[Fig. 1] represents a wide range of activities that leave physical and quantifiable
traces on archaeological landscapes. But the ethics of stewardship can also inform qualitative assessments of unsanctioned digging in particular.59
An ethnography of unsanctioned digging is perhaps the most challenging of
all archaeological subjects for two primary reasons. People involved in this ac-

58 Shankland, “Villagers and the Distant Past”, in: I. Hodder (ed.), Towards Reflexive Method in Archaeology,
2000.
59 See Kersel “Transcending Borders”, Archaeologies 3.2 (2007); Kersel, “Walking a Fine Line”, in: M. Sorensen

and J. Carman (eds.), Heritage Studies, 2010; Kersel, “The Value of a Looted Object”, in: R. Skeates et al. (eds.),
The Oxford Handbook of Public Archaeology, 2012.
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tivity are often unwilling to be interviewed due to the illegal nature of activities
they undertake.60 To be sure any study would need to be undertaken without
judgement and with an unusually large investment in developing relationships
of trust over the long term. Similarly, such a study would need to acknowledge
the potentially disruptive aspects of stewardship discourses and activities. The
ethical repositioning of such a project reveals the second major difficulty. An
approach that is seen to lack judgement on unsanctioned digging does not align
with national/global heritage and traditional academic agendas, or the very
power structures that control the (national) permitting process and the allocation of research funding.61
Yet it should no longer be acceptable for large-scale fieldwork projects in
Turkey to be implemented without an original commitment of resources and
expertise towards issues of archaeological heritage, and ultimately sustainability. Such a commitment should include a full account of the local modality of
archaeology in the Konya Plain, including local interpretations and experiences
of archaeological landscapes and crucially, local needs. In the long-term, grass
roots collaboration between academics and local people will require compromises on both the ethics of stewardship and the ethics of human rights that
uphold the self-determination of local communities.
An ethnographic study of unsanctioned digging which examines the political-economic and social contexts of this particular engagement with the past
will help identify a range of heritage stakeholders in the Konya Plain. Dialogues
will need to begin with all stakeholders (not just those involved in unsanctioned
digging) which bring to the fore local needs or expectations for the future of
archaeological research and heritage development in the Konya Plain. In short,
do local stakeholders see a future in collaboration with KRASP? Or, if given the
choice, would they choose to disengage with archaeologists and archaeology all
together? If collaboration is indeed desirable, the baseline incentives should be
social and economic;62 social in the potential of an archaeological landscape to
generate local interest and pride, and necessarily to become part of a ‘self-defined identity framework’ within local publics and politics; economic in the po60 See Proulx, “Archaeological Site Looting in ‘Glocal’ Perspective”, American Journal of Archaeology 117.1

(2013).
61 McAnany and Rowe, “Re-visiting the Field”, Journal of Field Archaeology 40.5 (2015).
62 Crooke, “The Politics of Community Heritage”, International Journal of Heritage Studies 16 (2010).
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tential of an archaeological landscape to produce financial returns in the context
of continued archaeological fieldwork63 and heritage tourism. If such incentivizing by KRASP is potentially self-serving and interventionist, then it also represents a pragmatic academic response that balances the (stewardship) ethics
of archaeological preservation with the ethical responsibilities of archaeologists
towards the people who inhabit archaeological landscapes.64
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