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Abstract

Looting and trafficking of archaeological objects is a worldwide problem, which often becomes more severe
during armed conflicts — two examples being the looting of Iraqi museums and archaeological sites after 2003,
and the plunder of Syrian heritage during the civil war. Shocking images of archaeological destruction have
attracted significant media attention in so-called ‘Western’ countries. In some situations, the reporting of European
news media on the obliteration of what is perceived as “world heritage’ can even inspire public outrage. Between
2014 and 2015, the shock value of cultural destruction wrought by the terror group IS was used to draw attention
to conflict-related antiquities trafficking, portraying the illicit antiquities market as a main income source for the
terrorists. This sensationalist reporting has roused public concern and arguably even led to a moral panic. The
antiquities market has reacted defensively to this portrayal, and used the overblown figures and tenuous allegations
of terror financing seen in the media to discredit research into and regulation of the antiquities trade. In this paper,
I discuss the consequences of this discourse and the continuing lack of voices from Western Asia therein.
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Zusammenfassung

Raubgrabungen und der illegale Handel mit archdologischen Funden ist ein andauerndes weltweites Problem, das
sich in bewaffneten Konflikten verstarkt — zwei Beispiele dafiir sind die Pliinderung irakischer Museen und Aus-
grabungsstatten nach 2003 und der Raubbau an syrischen Kulturgiitern im Biirgerkrieg. Schockierende Bilder von
der Zerstérung archdologischen Kulturerbes erregen mitunter groe Medienaufmerksamkeit in sogenannten ,west-
lichen Léndern. Bisweilen konnen Berichte europdischer Medien iiber die Vernichtung von als ,Weltkulturerbe*
verstandenen Altertiimern sogar 6ffentliche Empérung ausldsen. Zwischen 2014 und 2015 wurde der Schockwert
der Kulturzerstérung durch die Terrorgruppe IS genutzt, um Aufmerksamkeit fiir das Problem von Raubgrabun-
gen im Rahmen bewaffneter Konflikte zu erregen, indem der Antikenhandel als eine der Haupteinnahmequellen
der Terrorgruppe dargestellt wurde. Dieser reiferische Journalismus hat 6ffentliche Besorgnis erregt und mag
sogar eine moral panic verursacht haben. Der Antikenhandel selbst hat defensiv auf diese Darstellung reagiert
und die iibertriebenen Zahlen und schwer zu beweisenden Anschuldigungen der Terrorfinanzierung genutzt, um
Erforschung und Regulierung des Marktes zu diskreditieren. In diesem Artikel beschreibe ich die Konsequenzen
dieses Diskurses, und das Fehlen von Stimmen aus den betroffenen Landern darin.

Schlagwérter

Antikenschmuggel, Antikenhandel, Deutschland, Irak, Syrien, Moral Panic, News-Framing-Analyse
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Introduction

The looting of archaeological sites for the international antiquities market is a global problem, which often
becomes more severe during armed conflicts. Two well-known examples of conflict-related looting crises from
Western Asia are the looting of Iraqi museums and sites after the American-led invasion of Iraq in 2003 and the
plunder of Syrian heritage during the civil war after 2011. The way conflict-related archaeological looting and
antiquities trafficking have been portrayed in the news media of so-called ‘Western’ countries between 2003
and 2016 has served to inspire public outrage among its audiences. It has, as I will argue below, even led to a
phenomenon that sociologists call a moral panic, when, in 2014, the topic of antiquities looting and trafficking
became conflated with activities of the so-called ‘Islamic State’ in northern Iraq and Syria. In this paper, I use the
example of newspaper journalism in Germany to explore how this moral panic has changed the ways in which
media in “Western’ countries talk about illicit antiquities and the antiquities trade in general, and what the social
ramifications of this change were.

The term ‘Western’ is used in quotes here, as it is both geographically incorrect and culturally less than cohesive.
However, the term is widely used in public-facing media worldwide to denote both formerly colonising European
countries, as well as culturally Europeanised countries, such as, most prominently, the USA, but also including
Canada, Australia, and New Zealand. The term still partly carries an orientalist connotation of a dichotomy
between a supposedly ‘civilised West’ and a ‘barbaric East’ (Said 2003), but can also be used disparagingly, evok-
ing the history of colonialism. Since it is so loaded, I try to avoid using the term ‘Western’ except when quoting.
My research is focused on the discourse about antiquities trafficking as it happened between 2003 and 2021 in
Germany and other German-speaking regions in Europe (that is, Austria and parts of Switzerland).

Germany is used as a case study here, since it is an important destination market for Western Asian antiquities
and to limit the sample size of analysed newspaper articles. Moral panic theory is a helpful concept to analyse this
discourse, since it serves to illuminate the pitfalls of using well-known tropes to draw attention to a pressing issue,
as will be shown below.

A social discourse can be called a moral panic when it meets a number of criteria. The term was made popular
by British sociologist Stanley Cohen in 1972, who described an escalating reaction to an issue perceived as an
imminent threat to society (Cohen 2002). Cohen identifies several escalating stages of moral panic: First, a group
or behaviour is identified as a threat and cause for concern. Then, mass media pick up on this concern and bring the
problem to a wider audience, amplifying, exaggerating and often distorting the original issue. Influential figures,
such as politicians or church officials, rally behind the cause and call for a solution. In the last phase, authorities
react to these calls for action, social changes ensue, and the moral panic dissipates (Cohen 2002). American
sociologists Erich Goode and Nachman Ben-Yehuda built on this concept by adding five elements of moral panic:
concern, consensus, disproportion, hostility, and volatility (Goode and Ben-Yehuda 2010, 2011). The themes of
both concepts are similar, but Cohen’s model is more focused on a process, while Goode and Ben-Yehuda identify
necessary qualities. Therefore, these two models have also been called the ‘processual’, and the ‘attributional’
model of moral panic analysis (Critcher 2008, 2017). Using both of these models in combination to analyse the
public discourse about antiquities trafficking in Germany between 2003 and 2021 allowed me to witness the
unfolding of a moral panic over time, as more and more of the qualities were present.

As I lay out below, the discourse about antiquities trafficking quite suddenly spun out of control and into a moral
panic when an established point of concern among a certain audience — the looting of archaeological sites and
museums in Iraq and Syria for the international antiquities market — became linked with a more widespread fear:
The fear of terrorism. An important aspect of any moral panic is the need for a villain, or “folk devil”, as Cohen
calls it, usually not represented by an individual, but rather a group of people thought to be responsible for the
perceived problem (Cohen 2002). In Goode and Ben-Yehuda’s interpretation, this group is the target of the
collective hostility (Goode and Ben-Yehuda 2011). “Folk devils” are usually members of marginalised groups,
such as ethnic or sexual minorities, who do not have equal access to mainstream media power (Cohen 2002;
Garland 2008). However, it has been argued that they can also use their own media platforms to spin the narrative
to their advantage, at least for their own audiences (McRobbie and Thornton 1995; Garland 2008; Walsh 2017).
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In this specific case, the folk devils were not only Islamist terrorists, although they have been identified as the
targets of moral panics at the beginning of the 21 century (Rothe and Muzzati 2004) and may be argued to have
become a recurring folk devil since. But additionally, the dealers and collectors of Western Asian antiquities also
became folk devils. In this paper, I also discuss how the antiquities market in Germany reacted to this portrayal.

Phase One: Looting in the News

In the course of my doctoral research, I have analysed the media and public discourse about looting and trafficking
of Western Asian antiquities in Germany between 1991 and 2021, to assess the impact of conflict-related looting in
Iraq and Syria, and the public perception of it, on the market in antiquities from these countries. I chose Germany
as an example, but this discourse may be comparable to what happened in the media of other so-called ‘Western’
countries in the studied period of time. In the structure of the international antiquities market, Germany is today
both a so-called transit and a so-called market country, with cultural objects from Western Asia and beyond being
bought and sold both domestically and to collectors in other countries (Hilgert and Hemeier, 2020). It was at least
for a time also the fourth-largest seller of antiquities over the platform eBay, only surpassed by the USA, the UK,
and Thailand (Altaweel 2019).

For this research, the first step to was to examine articles published in German-language newspapers between
1991 and 2021 with a method called ‘news framing analysis’. News framing is the term given for the ways in
which journalists use language and images to present topics to their audiences (Entman 2004; Entman et al. 2009;
D’Angelo 2017). Essentially this means that by highlighting some aspects of a topic through their choice of words
to describe and images to illustrate it, journalists and communicators put the issue at hand into a frame in order
for it to be understood by their audience (Entman et al. 2009; Van Gorp 2009). In the course of analysing a moral
panic, framing analysis is useful, as it helps to understand what is seen by journalists and their editors as a threat
to society (the identification of a societal threat being a necessary condition for a moral panic following Cohen).
It can, moreover, show how many of the elements of moral panic, following Goode and Ben-Yehuda, are present
in the writing.

It has to be pointed out here that, while not necessarily intentionally manipulative, frames are ‘culturally embed-
ded’ with both the author and their audience (Van Gorp 2009). That means that some frames, such as specific
lexical choices, might evoke well-known metaphors, archetypes and tropes in the minds of readers who share a
cultural background with the writer. As such, frames can also reproduce preconceived notions that are already
present in the audience. In former colonising countries such as Germany, this can include orientalist narratives, as
I will show in this paper.

The articles analysed for this study were selected by a targeted search on the international newspaper archive
Nexis, using the German search terms ‘Raubgrabung’ (looting), as well as ‘Antikenschmuggel’ and ‘Antiken-
hehlerei’ (two common terms for antiquities trafficking), in a time period between 1991 (the year of the Gulf
War in Iraq) and 2021 (the time of the search, and, neatly, 30 years later). This yielded a number of articles from
national and local German newspapers, as well as some from larger Swiss and Austrian newspapers. This sample
is not exhaustive, but the selection is deemed representative for the more general media trends in the researched
time period. Each article was analysed individually for its framing of the problem. After the framing analysis, the
articles were sorted into a timeline, to better assess how the discourse developed over time and when the most
striking changes occurred.

The first notable result from the search was that the looting and trafficking of Western Asian antiquities was
apparently not really a topic in German newspapers before 2003. The occasional news story about archaeological
looting would usually relate to domestic cases, such as the Nebra sky disc, a Bronze Age artefact unearthed by
looters in Germany in the 1990s. Only after the American-led invasion of Iraq did newspapers start reporting on the
loss of Iraqi cultural heritage, be it stolen from museums or obtained through illegal digging (Waser 2003; Zekri
2005). This sudden media attention to the looting of Iraqi cultural heritage might have given readers the impression
that it was a new phenomenon then. However, the looting of Iraqi archaeological sites had already been a severe
problem for years following the sanctions of 1991, and was only exacerbated by the collapse of public order and
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the loss of income of many citizens during the war (Stone 2008; Brodie 2011). Most of the articles dealing with this
topic are found in the ‘Arts and Culture’ pages, with few examples from ‘Third Page’ or ‘Opinion’ sections. Thus,
the target audience can be assumed to be already culturally interested people to whom the destruction of cultural
heritage would be a reason for concern. However, while concern is an element of moral panic, the presence of
concern alone does not constitute the beginning of one.

Soon after the topic of antiquities looting and trafficking was first discussed in German media during the Iraq
war, newspapers made the connection to the international antiquities trade and the antiquities trade in Germany
(Doering 2005; Kapff 2005; Zekri 2005). In these articles, concern about the sale of potentially looted artefacts on
the German antiquities market was expressed, and experts interviewed in the news media called for a better legisla-
tion to prevent trade in artefacts looted from conflict zones, criticising Germany as a trade hub for illicit antiquities.
There is also some hostility (another one of the elements of moral panic following Goode and Ben-Yehuda)
visible, with one interviewed expert calling Germany a “country of fences” — ‘fence’ here meaning a person
who sells stolen goods (Zekri 2005). Another element of moral panic that is found early on is disproportion: The
allegation that antiquities constitute the third-largest illicit market after drugs and guns, and that it is worth at least
several millions (e.g., Kapff 2005). Both of these allegations are hard, if not impossible to substantiate, because the
illicit antiquities market is hardly quantifiable in financial figures (Yates and Brodie 2023; European Commission
et al. 2019; Mackenzie et al. 2019). The inclusion of these claims in the reporting speaks for an attempt to generate
concern in an illicit market by putting a monetary value on the crime.

With calls for better legislation to prevent the sale of looted cultural artefacts in Germany coming from experts and
the media, the German government ratified the 1970 UNESCO convention in 2007, and adopted a law to enact
it in the following year. The topic of archaeological looting in Iraq then became less prominent as the war itself
stopped dominating the news. However, the topic of illicit Western Asian antiquities within Germany still came up
occasionally in the following years, often related to restitution cases and then mostly in local newspapers (Gaul
2009; Platen 2009; Miiller-Karpe 2011). Still, these articles show that antiquities trafficking, specifically the
trafficking of antiquities from Iraq to Germany, had been established as a topic of some public interest.

With the beginning of the civil war in Syria, the Arts and Culture sections of the newspapers once again flared
up with concern for cultural heritage — mentioning antiquities trafficking as a potential danger to the country’s
archaeological sites (Baykal 2012; Metzger 2012). These concerns were later validated when satellite imagery
and other sources confirmed extensive looting of Syrian archaeological sites, from 2012 onwards (Casana and
Panahipour 2014; Casana 2015; Casana and Laugier 2017; Brodie 2022; Sabrine et al. 2022). The reporting of that
time mirrored the concern for world heritage shown in the newspapers during the Iraq war, and even surpassed it.
But the height of moral panic was yet to come.

Phase Two: Moral Panic

It can be seen from the Figure 1 that the reporting on antiquities trafficking in Germany reached a marked peak
between the second half of 2014 until early 2015, which coincided with the conquest of large parts of northern Iraq
and Syria by the terror group known as Islamic State (IS) or Da'esh. The group’s campaign was most prominently
one of conquest and destruction, including the destruction of cultural heritage. They also used social media to
publicise their atrocities and make themselves known. This strategy was at the time so effective that it was even
identified as a new form of terrorism, called “socially-mediated terrorism” by some commentators (Smith et al.
2015). As such, they arguably acted as self-aware folk devils in a moral panic (Walsh 2017).

At that time, it had become an accepted fact in the academic discourse that some or all factions of the Syrian
civil war used archaeological looting to help fund their war efforts (Casana and Panahipour 2014; Brodie 2015;
Casana 2015). This was also reported on in more public-facing media, if mainly in the ‘Arts and Culture’ sections
of newspapers, until 2013 (Baykal 2012; Hanimann 2013). However, amid growing concerns about the terror
group’s territorial advances, the reporting on cultural looting and trafficking in the reporting suddenly became
completely focused on IS alone in mid-2014 (Doering 2014; Frey 2014; Timm 2014), after several months of
relative silence on the topic (see Fig. 1). In combination with the massively exaggerated market figures for the illicit
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antiquities trade, and the terror group’s own propaganda videos, which showcased their contempt for Syria’s and
Iraq’s cultural heritage, the narrowed view on IS as perpetrators paved the way for the narrative which would soon
dominate the relevant reporting: That the terrorists obtained a significant part of their income, possibly in the mil-
lions or even billions of dollars, through the trafficking of looted antiquities for the ‘Western’ market (Waser 2015).
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Fig. 1. Timeline of News. The graphic shows the sample of analysed German-language news articles in the studied time
frame with the y-axis indicating the number of mentions of the three search terms (‘Raubgrabung,’ ‘ Antikenhehlerei,’
‘Antikenschmuggel’) found on the database Nexis, and the x-axis showing the years from 2002 to 2020. While there are
two articles touching on the topic in 2002, the topic of Western Asian antiquities trafficking only becomes a discussion
point during the 2003-2007 Iraq war. An early peak in 2009 reflects a restitution case mainly discussed locally. Note that
a marked peak occurs between 2014 and 2015, after a period of relative silence.

For the media and subsequently the public discourse, this meant by implication that antiquities collectors in market
countries were financing the terror group with their purchases. The focus here lay on ‘Western’ market countries,
such as the former colonising countries of Europe and North America. It can, of course, be argued that collectors
in these countries in particular have historically shown an interest in obtaining Western Asian cultural objects by
any means necessary (McGeough 2015; Bahrani 2018;). The German newspapers also put special attention on
the market in Germany. From a journalistic perspective, this makes sense as the focus brings the topic closer to
the newspaper audiences. However, it has to be noted that this framing also narrows the picture. Other potential
destinations or way stations for looted Syrian and Iraqi antiquities are mentioned only in passing. From about
August 2014 onwards, the trafficking of antiquities was portrayed as a main source of income for IS, and thereby,
end consumers in ‘the West’, including Germany, as complicit in their actions (Frey 2014; Anon. 2015a).

This narrative has several problems: For one, the figures brought up for the illicit antiquities market are unsub-
stantiable (European Commission et al. 2019). Secondly, by nature of the illicit antiquities market, the revenue
gained from looting and selling artefacts at source is low, compared to the eventual price paid for an antiquity in a
consumer country (Mackenzie et al. 2019). In other words, even if the illicit antiquities market was worth as much
overall as has been claimed, repeatedly, over the last decades, these billions of dollars would be found nowhere
in the actual source region of the antiquities. Moreover, it has by now been established that IS was less involved
in the antiquities trade than previously assumed, and in fact, the looting activities in IS-controlled areas were
apparently even less extensive than under some other factions of the civil war, such as the so-called Free Syrian
Army (Sabrine et al. 2022). But even before these new studies, some, including in the media, speculated that
the role of IS in the trafficking of Syrian antiquities was seriously overstated (Zimmermann 2014). Voices that
criticised this increasingly rumour-based reporting stayed in the minority, however. There was a certain consensus
in the writing across newspapers. Consensus, as an element of moral panic, following Goode and Ben-Yehuda
(2010), was now present alongside concern (for cultural heritage), disproportion (on the value of the illicit antiqui-
ties market), and hostility (against terrorists and their supposed financiers).
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Over time, several embellishments to the basic narrative of terror financing through antiquities became a regular
part of the reporting. One of them is that IS used a hypocritical ‘double strategy’ of destroying cultural heritage for
their propaganda videos, while secretly squirreling away a significant part of it to sell on the market (e.g., Gehlen
2015). This narrative seems to satisfy a certain craving for moral superiority, by putting emphasis on the idea that
the leaders of the terror group would even betray their own followers and belief system for profit.

It is notable that the destruction of Syrian and Iraqi cultural heritage, particularly that of archaeological
heritage sites and artefacts, was portrayed from a very narrow, Eurocentric point of view: If not as a form of in-
come generation through trafficking to “Western’ countries, the destruction is usually framed as a form of rejection
of pre-Islamic cultures, as a message directly to the former colonial powers. This framing also suggests that people
in former colonising countries care more about the destroyed pre-Islamic heritage than the local population do.
This view seems strikingly parallel to a narrative dating back to the early days of archaeological exploration in
Western Asia by the colonial powers: That the local, often Muslim, population had no interest in or understanding
of the ancient artefacts unearthed there, which would therefore be better taken care of elsewhere, i.e., the countries
of the colonisers (McGeough 2015; Bahrani 2018).

Contrastingly, it has also been argued that the archaeological destructions may tie in with the more general
devastation the Islamic State terrorists wrought on the lands they conquered, including the burning of crops and
destruction of infrastructure, in a campaign which could be called a ‘scorched earth strategy’ (Harmangah 2015).
In addition to pre-Islamic archaeological heritage, many other forms of heritage were targeted and, despite the
media focus on ancient artefacts in European and American media, the most victimised monuments were those of
other Muslim denominations (Stein 2022). Such actions might then be interpreted as a form of cultural genocide,
severing the ties of populations to their local heritage. With archaeological artefacts, this can only be an effective
strategy if the local population do indeed care about their ancient heritage. This view, however, did not feature
prominently in the reporting by German-language newspapers.

Media exaggeration, amplification and even distortion is one integral part of any moral panic. Another is the
rallying of ‘right-thinking people’ (Cohen 2002), that is, influential figures of society such as lawmakers and
representatives of law enforcement, behind the cause. In this case, some of the narratives pushed by the media
have been repeated by official bodies, including UNESCO, in an effort to encourage countries to take measures
against antiquities trafficking. The most striking example here is the disproportion with which the illicit antiqui-
ties market is described: For one, the money to be made from illicit antiquities is massively overstated, with some
claiming the market is worth up to 36 billion dollars (Anon. 2015b). It is called the third-largest illicit market after
guns and drugs. It is also called one of the ‘main income sources’ of terror groups and organised crime, even in
official statements by researchers (Hilgert 2015). Activists and academics have also supported similar statements.
However, neither of these three claims is true, or at least not verifiable. The myth of the third-largest illicit market
has been identified as a ‘factoid’, that is, a claim that assumes the sheen of reality simply by being repeated over
and over (Yates and Brodie 2023).

Despite this, the idea that IS was making a fortune off looted antiquities clearly stuck even with policy makers,
not only in Germany. In 2016, a U.S. Homeland Security Committee Majority Staff Report judged the sale of
antiquities looted either by the terror group themselves or locals who were taxed and supervised by them, to be
one of their major income sources. Using Syria’s pre-war cultural heritage industry as a benchmark, the report
estimates that “even if ISIS captured only a fraction of the market, it could have seen a windfall well into the tens of
millions” (Homeland Security Committee 2016). Aside from the fact that the heritage sector in pre-war Syria
did not generate its main income through the sale of antiquities, it is striking that the report’s sources in the
section about antiquities are almost exclusively newspaper articles (Homeland Security Committee 2016: 27-28
fn. 45-58). Over time, after the peak in reporting in early 2015, the moral panic’s endorsement by official bodies
and experts led to bolder statements in the public discourse and to calls for action directed at the authorities: The
moral panic reached its peak.

In 2016, Germany amended its cultural property law, which had only been adopted in 2007, after Germany’s
ratification of the 1970 UNESCO convention that same year. This legislation, aimed to curb the illicit trade with
foreign antiquities in Germany, was greeted widely as a reaction to the calls for better legislation resulting from
recent events. In reality, an amendment of the old legislation, which had proven altogether ineffective, had been
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planned since 2013, and was based on a critical evaluation of the 2007 legislation started in 2009 (Neumann
2013). After the adoption of the 2016 legislation, the German media interest in the topic of antiquities trafficking
suddenly dissipated, despite vocal criticism both from the antiquities market (which felt the law was too strict)
and archaeological experts (who felt the opposite). It is notable here that, despite their apparent fall from grace,
and protestations of being unjustly criminalised, spokespersons for several market interest groups were present as
expert witnesses in the lawmaking process of the 2016 law, more than from the fields of archaeology, law, or law
enforcement.

Phase Three: Aftermath

A moral panic needs a villain, a person or group responsible for the societal problem, whom Cohen (2002) calls the
‘folk devils’. These groups are portrayed as an imminent threat to society, which, in the case of IS, was relatively
easily understood by the audiences. After all, the fear of Islamic terrorism had been a recurring moral panic since
the 9/11 attacks (Rothe and Muzzati 2004), and massacres had been carried out by IS members in 2015, not only
in Syria and Iraq, but also in Europe, and thus much closer to home for the newspaper readers. For the terrorists,
media attention was the goal of their actions, as their whole campaign was designed to shock and terrify the inter-
national public to maximum effect (Smith et al. 2015; Walsh 2017; Stein 2022).

But the folk devils in this specific moral panic were not only terrorists, but also the antiquities dealers who
allegedly funded the terrorists out of greed. This connection needed some more explanation by the writers,
but ultimately did come across, perhaps in an effort to shine a light on the more general problem of antiquities
trafficking. However, the focus was still on a supposed IS-antiquities market pipeline, without much regard for the
complex structure of the illicit antiquities chain or the realities on the ground. This happened despite the fact that
academics have been pointing out that all factions in the civil war, as well as unaffiliated locals, took part in the
unsanctioned digging for antiquities (Casana 2015; Sabrine et al. 2022). A tone of hostility in the reporting, which
is a key element of moral panic, is clearly visible towards the antiquities dealers suspected of funding “the knives
of IS” (Frey 2014). It is not surprising, then, that voices from the antiquities market have reacted defensively to this
portrayal, and in no less hostile tones. Associations of antiquities dealers and collectors, as well as market-friendly
magazines have decried the reporting as ‘bogus’ (Fitz Gibbon 2019; IADAA 2023). Moreover, despite the fact that
an amendment of Germany’s cultural property legislation had been planned since at least 2013, the sensationalist
reporting gave the market an opportunity to portray itself as unjustly persecuted by laws built on bad information
(IADAA 2019; Kunsthandel 2019a).

In the wake of Germany’s 2016 amendment to its cultural property legislation, the Cultural Property Protection
Act (Kuturgutschutzgesetz: KGSG 2016), new umbrella organisations for market associations formed to protest
the legislation (Kunsthandel 2019b), and market actors were seen working in a more concerted way when asked
to comment on new regulations, such as the 2022 EU action plan against trafficking in cultural goods (European
Commission — Have Your Say 2022). Community building by the supposed ‘folk devils’ in reaction to a
moral panic has been noted before, for example, in roleplaying gamers targeted by religious activists in the 1980s
(Waldron 2005). It is yet to be seen, which effects these new, more cohesive interest groups will have on the
market, and on potential future lawmaking efforts. As of now, despite the concerns of being forced out of business
by new due diligence rules, it can be said that Western Asian antiquities are still being sold by private dealers and
auction houses in Germany (Hilgert and Hemeier 2020).

Thus, both the disproportional figures given for the market and the media focus on IS and terror financing, possibly
meant to attract more attention to a serious problem, can be said to have backfired. The fact that these narratives
were largely unproven at the time, and by now have been at least partially debunked (Sabrine et al. 2022; Yates
and Brodie 2023), have been used to cast doubt on all reporting on illicit antiquities, and to portray journalists,
academics and even lawmakers as biased “anti-trade activists” (Fitz Gibbon 2019).
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Conclusions: What Has the Moral Panic (Really) Changed?

The sudden prominence of the topic of antiquities trafficking, in conjunction with terror financing, the heated
debate sparked by it, and its equally sudden disappearance when calls for action were seemingly answered by
authorities, are consistent with the stages of moral panic, defined by British sociologist Cohen in 1972 (Cohen
2002). While one of the elements of moral panic, defined by Goode and Ben-Yehuda (2010, 2011) is volatility, a
moral panic always has some sort of legacy (Goode and Ben-Yehuda 1994) — and indeed some social changes can
be observed here.

On the one hand, the reporting on the transnational antiquities trafficking chain may reflect a new awareness on
the responsibility of the end consumer in market countries for archaeological looting taking place in the origin
countries of antiquities. But on the other, the overreporting on terror financing and the overblown market
figures reported have arguably backfired, as, these easily-debunked myths have been used by the market to portray
archaeologists, antiquities crime researchers, and even lawmakers as biased and unscientific. Meanwhile, market
interest groups have formed, making increased efforts to speak with one voice towards policy makers, at least on a
German national and EU level. Market actors continue to portray themselves as unjustly criminalised by overly
strict due diligence regulations, despite being regularly involved in lawmaking processes. As the antiquities
market is notoriously hard to quantify, it is hard to say whether the moral panic of 2014-2015 had any real effect
on the trade as such, but it has led to some changes in the behaviour of market actors, such as increased efforts to
‘speak with one voice’ against new regulations, which can be seen as community building in the sense of David
Waldron (2005).

On a broader social scale, it can be stated that the moral panic has led to a greater awareness of antiquities traffick-
ing — albeit a somewhat distorted image of the problem. Next to some changes, for example, speaking of antiquities
as the cultural heritage of nations rather than treasure to be claimed, there are also some tropes that have proven
quite stable in the news framing. As such there is still a certain element of orientalism noticeable in the German
discourse on Western Asian antiquities even after the moral panic. For one, the focus on terrorism, which reflects
an older legend of ‘constant war in the Middle East’, as well as the more general moral panic relating to Islamic
terrorism. The conflation of illicit antiquities trafficking with terror financing and specifically IS has therefore not
only hurt the objective of curbing the trade in looted antiquities, but is also reproducing orientalist stereotypes. In
addition, the myopic view on antiquities trafficking for the “Western’ market excludes the experiences and stakes
of those people most affected by the looting of archaeological sites, that is, the local population.

In the long run, the legacy of this moral panic was social rather than institutional, and as such, relatively subtle.
What can be said is that, while the complex and global issue of antiquities trafficking was arguably quite mis-
represented, it did generate some attention, for better or worse, at least for some time. However, the more profound
changes in the discourse took place over about two decades, not in the short period of media frenzy between
August 2014 and February 2015.
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