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Abstract 

This thesis examines the involvement of the terrorist organization the Islamic State (ISIL) 

in the global illegal antiquities trade. Specifically, it focuses on its ideology and organization, as 

well the impact of illegal antiquities on global markets. I argue that ISIL’s professed ideology is 

primarily for propaganda purposes and its public and that they are regular participants in a 

global, fluid antiquities trade network. This allows for looted antiquities to develop a 

“legitimate” provenance, eventually permeate legitimate markets and accounts for the perceived 

lack of Syrian antiquities on the market currently. 

Introduction 

 In 2014, violent terrorists calling themselves the Islamic State (ISIL)1 launched surprise 

attacks in Syria and Iraq, killing hundreds of people and inflicting immense amounts of damage 

on cultural heritage sites.2 They are known to partially fund themselves through the trafficking of 

looted antiquities.3 The purpose of this thesis is to document ISIL’s involvement in the global 

illegal antiquities trade, with specific focus on ideology and the impact of these illegal antiquities 

on global markets. Initially, I expected that the ideology ISIL espouses could be used to explain 

their looting patterns and practices. Additionally, I thought we would then be able to predict 

target sites and narrow down the types of artifacts looted that likely would show up on the 

                                                           
1 Also referred to as ISIS or Daesh (Wood 2015). The U.S. government uses ISIL; several media and scholarly 

sources use ISIS, while Daesh is the common use in the Middle East.  Since the terrorists do not just operate in 

Syria, ISIL seems to fit the geographic dispersal better. There are other, more political reasons for the name usage, 

but they are quite complex, and could likely be the study of a different thesis topic.   
2 Katzman et al. 2014 
3 Keller 2015 
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market. It did not turn out to be that simple. At least in the sphere of heritage and antiquities, 

ISIL is filled with contradictions. They broadcast horrible propaganda videos of violence against 

heritage sites, declaiming against (or disavowing) their monetary worth,4 yet satellite imagery 

suggests ongoing industrial scale looting occurring in several prominent archaeology sites.5 

Major market countries are not reporting spikes in antiquities showing up for sale, yet there are 

reports of artifacts appearing in “transit” countries. Even the reports of financial gain ISIL 

receives from antiquities range from the second largest source of income6 to negligible.7 

 I argue that ISIL’s professed ideology is primarily for propaganda purposes and its public 

image, but has little to do with its day-to-day operations, including its antiquities looting. The 

propaganda could even be used to obscure the outside observer’s view of their actual activities. 

In terms of structure, I suggest that they are regular participants in a global, fluid antiquities trade 

network, in which the early and middle stage participants (the smugglers and traffickers) receive 

the greatest share of profits.8 ISIL does not need to see the final sale of the “product” in order to 

obtain funds. The majority of the artifacts stolen are likely still, as of this writing, in the 

“laundering” phase, to be introduced to the market at a later time.9 Four main questions guided 

my research and analysis: 

● To what extent, if any, does ISIL’s ideology impact its looting activities? 

                                                           
4 Taub 2015 
5 Casana 2015 
6 Pringle 2014 
7 Taub 2015 
8 Campbell 2013: 127 
9 Watson and Todeschini 2006; Campbell 2013 
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● What is the structure of its looting system, how is it organized, where are the main activity 

points, and where are the items processed and laundered?  

● What is being targeted for looting, destruction or vandalism? 

● What are the primary market countries for these antiquities? Which groups in those 

countries influence the trade the most?  

Antiquities looting represents one of several outlets through which ISIL obtains funds, 

though there is disagreement on how much they rely on it. Some researchers believe antiquities 

looting is the second largest source of income for ISIL.10 Others state that the number must be 

smaller, since few antiquities are showing up on the market.11 The inconsistency of reports 

indicates that we do not know enough to effectively combat, hinder or halt ISIL’s funding lines 

or their ongoing theft of museums and archaeological sites. These places have been utilized 

before in spectacles of violent propaganda and are in vital need of protection. If antiquities 

looting in the region is to be quelled, the way ISIL interacts with the antiquities trade and other 

criminal elements must be examined and dissected in detail. This thesis represents one such 

effort.  One only need to turn on the news to see that ISIL uses their funds for the coercion or 

murder of the people of Syria and Iraq, and the destruction of their heritage.  

Nature of Evidence 

 Researchers focused on Syria and Iraq face several unusual challenges. First and 

foremost, ISIL is still active. While ground is finally being made against them, they are still 

operating,  preventing researchers from visiting affected sites, interviewing locals face-to-face or 

                                                           
10 Pringle 2014 
11 Dobrzynski 2016; Taub 2015 
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assessing damages.12 The list of destroyed or vandalized sites continues to grow, as does the 

death toll.  Second, the majority of information on ISIL’s activities comes from social media and 

news outlets operating in the region13 or in neighboring countries, like Turkey.14 Some western 

news organizations began analyzing declassified documents acquired in small intermittent raids 

occurring in the past year,15 but these documents are relatively few. Third, ISIL’s involvement 

began less than two years ago, too little time for a large body of scholarly work to yet exist.  

Scholarly sources slowly began trickling in beginning in September of 2015, but they are few, as 

it takes time for researchers to write, review, edit and publish their articles.  

 Fortunately, there are some remote means of assessing the situation. Remote sensing and 

GIS technologies allow for passive observation of ISIL-controlled territory, making it possible 

for the magnitude, scale and age of looting or destruction to be tracked over time.16 There are 

limitations to this approach.17 A most recent example is the destruction of St. Elijah’s monastery, 

the oldest Christian monastery in Iraq; although destroyed in September of 2014 according to 

satellite imagery, this action was not made known until January 2016.18 It suggests that instances 

of destruction can easily slip through the cracks, and that a more thorough screening process is 

required. Currently, Jesse Casana and fellow researchers in the American Schools of Oriental 

Research (ASOR) are undertaking a project to examine instances of looting in Syria with 

                                                           
12 Danti 2015: 134 
13 Danti 2015: 134 
14 Ward 2015 
15 Taub 2016 
16 Casana 2015 
17 Casana 2015: 142 
18 Maher 2016 
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success;19 the expansion of their project could ensure that fewer instances of destruction are 

missed. 

 In summary, research into ISIL’s role in the antiquities trade is hampered by the current 

conflict and is dependent on the quality of social media and news reports, and availability of 

satellite imagery. Until the conflict ends, there is no sure way to confirm precisely how ISIL uses 

the illegal antiquities trade or the true scope of archaeological site looting. 

Background 

 ISIL’s Origins and Expansion 

 Only ISIL’s most recent activities will be discussed in this section, as the primary 

purpose of the paper is not to examine their full history. ISIL’s founder is Abu Musa’b al 

Zarqawi20 who was active in al Qaeda from 2002-2006.21 Since 2010, the organization has been 

led by Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, who on July 6, 2014 declared himself caliph.22 Emerging from the 

terrorist group al Qaeda, ISIL became part of the opposition force working against coalition 

forces following the U.S. departure from Iraq in 2011.23 In 2014, they began their “conquest,” 

rapidly moving to take territory along the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers, with the support of Sunni 

Arab tribalists and groups linked to Saddam Hussein.24 By autumn of 2014, they had 

                                                           
19 Casana 2015 
20 The current leadership cites bin Laden as the founder, but Zarqawi is more direct (Wood 2015). 
21 Katzman et al. 2014 
22 Wood 2015 
23 Katzman et al. 2014 
24 Katzman et al. 2014 
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institutionalized looting in their territory, according to researcher Amr Al-Azm.25 By September 

of 2015, over 250,000 people were killed and millions displaced in Syria and Iraq, as a direct 

result of ISIL’s activities and the ongoing Syrian civil war.26  

Ideology 

 Most sources used in this thesis make an occasional comment on ISIL’s ideology, but 

only two authors discuss it in detail.27 Medieval influences are a recurring theme in both their 

analyses and mentioned occasionally in that of other researchers, including Eckart Frahm28 and 

Michael Danti.29 Although the interpretations of exact ideology are extremely varied and have 

been difficult for people to agree upon, almost all concur that the medieval history of the Middle 

East likely plays a significant part in how ISIL advertises itself.  

Although ISIL initially was a group within al-Qaeda, it is a fundamentally different 

organization, as discussed by Graeme Wood in his 2015 article.30 Al-Qaeda is more secular, 

tending to operate in small flexible cells that can go underground as necessary; ISIL, on the other 

hand, views and structures itself as a state, and therefore must gather and maintain territory to 

remain legitimate.31 They have attempted to use their “statehood” to justify their looting and 

destructive activities as those of a conquering nation taking war booty,32 a concept that goes back 

                                                           
25 Shabi 2015 
26 Quntar et al. 2015 
27 Wood 2015 and Harmanşah 2015 
28 Gonzalez 2015 
29 Martin 2014 
30 Wood 2015 
31 Wood 2015 
32 Martin 2014 
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to antiquity.33 Yet, they also take a stance that some of this often quite valuable “war booty,” 

such as statues or relief images featuring human or animal figures are “forbidden forms of 

idolatry,” and, thus must be destroyed.34 ISIL professes to believe in an extremely strict, 

medieval interpretation of the Koran and Islam, and has two primary goals: a return to a 7th 

century AD legal system (set and used by Muhammad and his earliest followers) and bringing 

about the apocalypse.35 They primarily spread their “message” through the use of social media 

and the internet, which some researchers suggest is an extension of a scorched earth policy.36 

ISIL’s view of their medieval past plays a large part in their propaganda and social media 

machine, according to Ömür Harmanşah as discussed in his 2015 article. He states that the brand 

of violence ISIL perpetrates is primarily meant to humiliate locals, increase recruitment numbers, 

and defy values that are normally associated with heritage sites.37 He goes on to suggest that 

ISIL uses these videos to reenact major events in Islamic history; for example, the February 2015 

video of ISIL followers destroying statues in the Mosul Museum was a reenactment of idol 

smashing in Ka’ba that occurred in the 7th century AD.38 He suggests that these videos could be 

similar to a reality show, and that ISIL targets specific places based on how well they would fit 

an event they want to reenact.39 He essentially concludes that ISIL calls on iconoclasm as a tool 

of rhetoric and a link to Islamic history.40 

                                                           
33 Miles 2008 
34 Gonzalez 2015 
35 Wood 2015 
36 Harmanşah 2015: 170  
37 Harmanşah 2015: 171 
38 Harmanşah 2015: 173 
39 Harmanşah 2015: 175 
40 Harmanşah 2015: 176 
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If Wood and Harmanşah are correct in their arguments, then the main point of ISIL’s 

ideology is to act as a reference to their own interpretation of early Islamic history. However, the 

two authors differ on how much ISIL relies or adheres to their history. Harmanşah argues that 

ISIL is a “super modern phenomenon,” rather than a medieval entity with a medieval view of 

their ideology.41 Wood’s argument, on the other hand, is best summed up from his interview with 

Princeton scholar Bernard Haykel who asserts that ISIL’s ideology is an authentic throwback to 

early Muslim practices that brings the medieval to the modern day.42 This thesis is not meant to 

determine which of the ideological arguments are correct or comment on the authenticity of 

ISIL’s beliefs or accuracy to the Koran.  Rather, my challenge is to study if ISIL’s ideology 

plays a role in antiquities looting. In that regard, due to the contradictions between what ISIL 

says and what they do, I suggest that ideology plays a minimal role in how they treat and 

approach antiquities.  

One of the more troubling behaviors ISIL developed is an increasing impulsivity towards 

antiquities and heritage sites. The destruction of the 2000 year-old Roman commemorative arch 

at Palmyra serves as an example.43 In the past, ISIL usually targeted religious heritage sites for 

destruction.44The arch was built to commemorate a Roman emperor’s visit to the area and there 

are no religious associations with it in the slightest.45 According to antiquities looting expert and 

ASOR researcher Michael Danti, Greek and Roman sites are typically looted rather than 

                                                           
41 Harmanşah 2015: 176 
42 Wood 2015 
43 Neuendorf 2015a 
44 Danti 2015: 137-138 
45 Neuendorf 2015a 
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destroyed because objects from such sites could be found anywhere in the Mediterranean, and 

are thus easy to traffic.46 CBS investigative news reporters have encountered people on the 

Turkish side of the border actively attempting to sell Greek and Roman artifacts obtained using 

ISIL digging permits.47 Greek and Roman sites could also provide backdrops for propaganda 

videos. For instance, the Roman theater at Palmyra was used as a stage for the public murder of 

25 uniformed soldiers-one month prior to the murder of Khaled al-Asa’ad-but it was not 

destroyed.48 The public executions of the soldiers and archaeologist in front of these classical 

monuments was likely meant to demoralize and horrify locals, and “spit in the eye” of people 

who actively seek to protect and preserve archaeological sites. The destruction of the arch does 

not seem to be in keeping with how ISIL usually exploits ancient Greek and Roman archaeology 

and architecture. Its demolition was likely meant to serve as nothing more than “a shock factor.”  

Although ISIL stated they have a firm position on destroying specific types of antiquities 

outright, objects fitting their “criteria” for destruction frequently turn up for sale in Turkey or 

other transit countries. The CBS investigative reporters were also in contact with someone 

attempting to sell a Roman mosaic featuring two women, which he looted with an ISIL issued 

permit.49  ISIL previously stated that the portrayal of human or animal forms on statuary was a 

“forbidden form of idolatry.”50 Why would the human subject depicted on anything else not be 

given the same treatment? This behavior is similar to the treatment of “degenerate art” by Nazi 

                                                           
46 Martin 2014 
47 Ward 2015 
48 Cuneo et al. 2015; the 82-year-old archaeologist dedicated his life to the preservation of Palmyra. 
49 Ward 2015 
50 Gonzalez 2015 
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Germany, in which some works of art were publicly destroyed, while others were sold to benefit 

the Nazi party and is officials.51 ISIL seems to follow a similar policy of showcasing some 

specific items for destruction, while selling the remainder off quietly.  

Turkey is not the only location where looted artifacts are showing up. In March of 2015, 

in Bulgaria, police intercepted a shipment of antiquities without origin or destination 

information.52 They seized over 9,000 objects including: 19 genuine classical statues, a 5,000-

year-old Sumerian cuneiform tablet (possibly from southern Iraq), numerous coins, fragments of 

marble and limestone, jewelry and molds for making fakes.53 Several objects were encrusted in 

dirt, as if they were freshly excavated, and many had labels, indicating they underwent some 

level of cataloging.54 Due to its inconsistent and weak antiquities customs laws, Bulgaria, 

according to the director of the National History Museum in Sofia, “is the most direct route from 

Turkey and the Middle East,” making it an ideal transit nation for smugglers.55 Police arrested 

three people linked to the shipment, including a Turkish man with Bulgarian citizenship, whose 

cell phone data suggest the objects were bound for Germany.56 It is still unknown how these 

items ended up in Bulgaria, but it is entirely possible they passed through ISIL hands.57 

The third oddity relates to the reported influx of early Islamic material into the Persian 

Gulf,58 on the heels of the destruction of several Muslim sites. This theory has debate 

                                                           
51 See Nicholas 2009, for the Nazi’s interest in art.  
52 Myers and Kulish 2016 
53 Myers and Kulish 2016 
54 Myers and Kulish 2016 
55 Myers and Kulish 2016 
56 Myers and Kulish 2016 
57 Myers and Kulish 2016 
58 Myers and Kulish 2016 
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surrounding it, as some experts argue that the primary black market buyers of ISIL loot are in the 

Persian Gulf, while others believe the West is the primary destination.59 Mark Hilgert60 suggests 

that pre-Islamic material goes to Europe and North America, while Islamic art is sent to the Gulf 

countries.61 If that is the case, then it is possible that artifacts or moveable art or monuments 

thought previously destroyed might actually have been moved, “laundered” in secret, and sold to 

interested buyers outside Western markets. No one would look for works they thought already 

destroyed, so the confusion surrounding the fate of antiquities in ISIL hands has proven to be 

extremely useful for them.  However, given the impulsive destruction of the Roman arch in 

Palmyra, and the inconsistency in their “policies” regarding artifacts featuring human subjects, it 

seems ISIL now gears their actions towards goading some sort of reaction out of the West.  

Looting and Destruction Behaviors 

 Scholars at ASOR, with funding from the U.S. State Department,62 have had success in 

examining looting done by ISIL and the other combatant groups operating in Syria. As of 

September, 2015, a sample of 1,289 high priority sites have been assessed for signs of looting or 

destruction using satellite imagery.63 In the decades before the civil war started, 25% of the 986 

assessed had evidence of looting; 22% of a group of 945 sites showed evidence of war-related 

                                                           
59 Myers and Kulish 2016 
60 Myers and Kulish 2016; the director of the Museum of the Ancient Near East in Berlin 
61 Myers and Kulish 2016 
62 Casana 2015: 143 
63 Casana 2015: 146 
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looting from 2012 to 2015.64  These preliminary data suggest that of the 15,000 archaeological 

sites visible in satellite imagery, 3,000 have been subject to looting.65 

 Although ISIL is the primary topic of discussion in the thesis, ASOR’s study shows that 

all factions involved in the Syrian civil war are actively looting archaeological sites.66 Kurdish 

forces account for 28% of occurrences, Assad opposition forces for 27%, ISIL for 21%, and the 

Syrian Regime for 16.5%.67 ISIL is responsible for the largest percentage of industrial scale 

looting; 42% of looted sites in their control were exploited by digging teams with heavy 

equipment that was presumably provided by the ISIL organization.68 This is almost double the 

percentage of heavy looting conducted by other factions.69 

 ASOR researchers also began investigating instances of heritage destruction through the 

use of ground-based information sources, through the Syrian Heritage Initiative, in August of 

2014.70 Within a nine-month period, over 646 incidents of cultural destruction or damage were 

reported; archaeological incidents are not as much of a discussion topic as attacks on built 

heritage, thus, are under-represented in the study.71ASOR researchers determined that ISIL and 

similar groups have the tendency to intentionally destroy tombs, cemeteries, mosques, churches, 

temples or shrines sacred to a wide range of religions.72 Thirty-nine percent of these are Shia 

                                                           
64 Casana 2015: 147 
65 Casana 2015: 147 
66 Casana 2015: 150 
67 Casana 2015: 150 
68 Casana 2015: 150 
69 Casana 2015: 151 
70 Danti 2015: 132 
71 Danti 2015: 133 
72 Danti 2015: 137 
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Muslim, 17% Sunni/Sufi, 10% Yezidi, 9% Christian, 8% Sunni, 6% of sites were sacred to 

multiple groups, 3% other affiliation, 3% Muslim/Christian, and 3% ancient.73 In addition, 33 

cultural repositories in Iraq and Syria have reports of structural damage, 28 of which have been 

robbed, looted or vandalized.74 

  ISIL seems to be preoccupied, if not obsessed with their deliberate, often theatrical 

attacks on heritage sites (mostly Muslim religious heritage sites), expending a great deal of effort 

in adding effects and editing.75 Although the three biggest targets of heritage attacks remain 

Muslim, Christian or Yezidi sites, pre-Islamic sites are starting to become more heavily 

targeted76 

Monetary Gains 

The exact monetary value ISIL gains from these activities is the subject of wide, varied 

speculation.  Since the beginning of the Civil War, the market value for Syrian artifacts increased 

by 134% or roughly $11 million, with undeclared (smuggled) items likely now worth a great deal 

more—the U.S. estimates that at least $100 million a year of Syrian material is sold in various 

markets.77 In 2014 and early 2015, antiquities looting was purported to be the second largest 

source of ISIL’s income, trailing only oil.78 In the city of al-Nabek, Syria79 ISIL purportedly 

made $36 million from antiquities smuggling, as seen in evidence from a set of flash drives 

                                                           
73 Danti 2015: 138 
74 Danti 2015: 136-137 
75 Danti 2015: 139 
76 Danti 2015: 138 
77 Parkinson 2015 
78 Parkinson 2015 
79 Parkinson 2015 
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recovered from a raid on an ISIL commander.80 Recently, however, several news outlets have 

questioned the true magnitude of ISIL antiquities endeavors. In the fall of 2015, a New Yorker 

reporter Ben Taub attended a conference at the Metropolitan Museum of Art where several 

archaeological, museum experts and counterterrorism officials discussed the situation in Syria 

and Iraq.81 They reviewed documents that recently became declassified from a Special Forces 

raid that killed ISIL’s director of oil smuggling.82 The receipts found on his hard drive indicated 

that $265,000 was made from levying the looting tax, much less than the previously reported 

millions.83 Furthermore, ancient art dealer Randall Hixenbaugh, says that there is” no insatiable 

desire” for Near Eastern antiquities in the West, and such objects are often unsold at auction.84 

The antiquities experts had the opportunity to review photographs of some of the artifacts 

uncovered from the raid, and said they were junk, with little value.85 Art blogger Judith 

Dobrzynski shares the art dealers’ skepticism, as billions of dollars’ worth of antiquities from 

Syria are not showing up on the market.86 Many antiquities dealers find the idea that ISIL is 

making any significant money from selling antiquities preposterous; they think a lot of 

journalists may simply be shaping their own views rather stating fact.87  

                                                           
80 Pringle 2014 
81 Taub 2015 
82 Taub 2015 
83 Taub 2015 
84 Taub 2015 
85 Taub 2015. 
86 Dobrzynski 2016; Ms. Dobrzynski runs a blog called Real Clear Arts, and while she makes some good points, she 

made a mistake several others have in regards to how much money ISIL makes. The global antiquities trade is worth 

around $2 billion (Campbell 2013: 114); that is not ISIL’s portion of it. This error is made frequently. 
87 Dobrzynski 2016  
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While there is some validity to these concerns and observation, I feel obligated to note 

that they do not take into account how illegal antiquities get to the market. The process of 

moving artifacts from looter to dealer often takes several years, not a few days. I will discuss this 

further in terms of ISIL’s organization. In addition, the U.S. Special Forces raid was conducted 

at a single house,88 which is not likely to be the only place where the terrorists manage or store 

looted antiquities. The material recovered in the raid likely represents a small fraction of what 

actually exists. The discussion brought forward by the antiquities community highlights the need 

for thorough investigation, beyond even the efforts undertaken by journalists traveling to Turkey.  

The ISIL documents uncovered from the raid, which Taub references, are proof of ISIL’s 

ability to loot antiquities. They confirm there is a high level of structure and development within 

ISIL’s administration, which suggests that regular, industrial-scale looting is well within their 

capabilities.  Contrary to what is argued in the Taub article and in Dobrzynski’s blog, I believe 

ISIL is heavily engaged in archaeological site looting and antiquities smuggling, and that they 

are making a sizeable profit from those activities.   

Organization 

The popular view of the illegal antiquities trade up until recently was that it is run by 

organized criminal networks, but in recent times a decentralized fluid network has become the 

preferred model.89 I argue that ISIL is a participant in the fluid network model, but retains the 

organizational characteristics of organized crime. Fluid networks can be just as sophisticated as 

                                                           
88 Taub 2015 
89 Campbell 2013: 114 
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organized crime networks; they express the outward appearance of chaos but have a specific 

underlying structure.90 In general, most fluid networks are built of interchangeable parts 

operating in collaboration, but without an overall central authority; the looter does not know the 

launder and vice versa.91 There are four general stages or roles in the antiquities trading fluid 

network model: the looter, early stage middleman, late stage intermediary, and collector.92  

Money changes hands at each stage, rather than at the final sale.93 Skill specialization increases 

moving along the chain.94 ISIL’s involvement in the looter and early stage middleman levels of 

the network are different than most other antiquities networks, in that ISIL regulates them 

heavily.  According to then University College London archaeologist Sam Hardy, they levy a tax 

on traffickers or looters, run trafficking networks directly, or offer smuggling services.95 These 

all fall into the first and second stages of the fluid network model fairly well. 

Looters and Tax 

 The exact organization ISIL employs for its antiquities activities was unknown for a long 

time, and both scholars and reporters could only speculate. Although a great deal of information 

was revealed in the Special Forces raid, there is still a great deal we do not know. Applying the 

fluid network model to ISIL may help in adding to our knowledge base.   

                                                           
90 Campbell 2013: 114 
91 Campbell 2013: 114 
92 Campbell 2013: 116 
93 Campbell 2013: 115 
94 Campbell 2013: 117 
95 Pringle 2014; National Geographic reporter Heather Pringle spoke with Sam Hardy, who at the time worked for 

University College London. 
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The first stage of the fluid network is that of the looter, an aspect of ISIL that is fairly 

well documented. Some of the earliest news reports discussed looting permits and an antiquities 

tax. The tax on traffickers and looters still shows up repeatedly in media and research, though 

there is some variation in the amount. The permit issuing is not discussed as often. A CBS news 

team went into Turkey to pose as buyers and encountered a smuggler who says ISIL sells 

licenses for people to dig up artifacts and takes 20% of the resulting profits if the looter utilized 

their own equipment, and 20%-50% if the looter used ISIL digging equipment.96 There are 

additional reports of the terrorists setting up an office in Manbij, a major artifact trading center in 

Syria, to handle looted material and digging and remote sensing equipment, and selling their 

material to “state”-approved dealers.97 

  Many of these suspicions were confirmed by documents uncovered from the U.S. Special 

Forces raid against Abu Sayyaf,98 who was initially in charge of oil smuggling, but took over the 

antiquities activities from another man he described as a “simpleton who cannot manage the 

division.”99 The ISIL antiquities “office” falls under the Diwan al-Rikaz (“Department of 

Precious Things that Come Out of the Ground,”).100 These documents are available on the U.S. 

State Department’s website, which I reviewed. Several standardized forms were uncovered 

including stamped digging permits, receipts for the “khum” or war booty tax, a document 

prohibiting unauthorized digging or handing out of permits, and several photographs.101 The 

                                                           
96Ward 2015 
97Parkinson 2015 
98 Keller 2015 
99 Taub 2015 
100 Keller 2015 
101 Keller 2015 



19 
 

 

images were of a quality that suggests the objects (including an “idolatrous” head portion of a 

statue of a minor deity) were meant to be sold.102 In addition, Sayyaf had detailed charts of the 

region, showing where teams are to be sent to identify sites with a lot of “precious things,” as 

well as an organizational chart (below):103 

Figure 1: Translation of the organizational chart of the Antiquities Division of ISIL, under the direction of Abu Sayyaf. Source: U.S. 
State Department web site http://www.state.gov/e/eb/rls/rm/2015/247610.htm.  

The chart shows two divisions (west and east governorates) which have five “departments” of 

sorts; two are dedicated to finding new sites and researching known sites, one for excavation, 

another for marketing, and another for administration.104 The marketing branch would likely be 

responsible for managing the selling of artifacts and the collection of the 20% tax105 and may 

                                                           
102 Keller 2015 
103 Keller 2015 
104 Keller 2015 
105 It is unknown exactly how and when the tax is assessed and if it is it based on 20% of a final price, the value of 

the antiquities discovered, or the price the excavator would receive. 
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also oversee the “state-approved” antiquities dealers mentioned earlier in the thesis.106 The 

excavating permits would go out through the “excavation department” as well as the 

management of possible equipment.107 The exact breakdown of the department’s authority, 

personnel and duties is not shown in the chart, but it provides a starting point for additional 

research and inquiries. 

ISIL takes horrible advantage of the remaining Syrian civilians. Through the use of 

compliance measures like the looting permits and tax, the very survival of these civilians is 

dependent on accepting ISIL demands.  In most looting instances, and in the case of Syria, the 

looter is a subsistence digger, someone who relies on digging up archaeological sites in order to 

provide for themselves and their families.108 One of the interviewees in the CBS report said that 

the employment opportunities for the remaining people in Syria amount to two options: joining 

an armed group like ISIL or aiding in the looting, movement, and sale of artifacts.109 Essentially, 

many people living in ISIL-controlled Syria now have no choice but to loot and become 

subsistence diggers. The permits and tax tie the subsistence looters to ISIL, giving the terrorists a 

mobilized workforce. Now, the primary way to pay for food in Syria is to loot, and the only way 

to loot is to go through ISIL.  
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Smuggling 

 The next stage in the model, and the other prominent suggestion of ISIL’s involvement 

with the antiquities trade, is smuggling. In the fluid antiquities network model, smugglers fall 

into the role of early stage intermediaries, whose task is to move items across borders.110 

Through several layers and tiers of interpersonal connections, smuggling webs can reach across 

the globe, moving objects with a surprising amount of speed and anonymity.111 They can also 

form region-wide groups. One of the most famous examples of a region-wide smuggling groups 

is the Haqqani network, which operates in Afghanistan; they smuggle everything, from people 

and drugs to weapons and antiquities.112 They experienced a resurgence in activity beginning in 

2002.113 The Haqqani network has ties to the Taliban, who skims off a margin of profits.114 Most 

of the money made from the antiquities trade in Afghanistan goes to the early intermediary 

smugglers like the Haqqani network.115 If ISIL operates the same way the Haqqani do, then they 

are gaining the majority of their funds well before the smuggled antiquities reach their final 

destination. Reports suggest that ISIL does run their own trafficking operations or has members 

experienced in smuggling.116 This oversight gives them some measure of control and influence 

on Syria’s smugglers and using their existing interpersonal relationships to move looted 

antiquities across borders without incident. I believe there may be more going on than simple 
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oversight; I would not be surprised if ISIL secretly passed “laws” that would force smugglers to 

cooperate with them, as they did with looters. ISIL would be unlikely to want to publicly 

associate their “state” with clandestine smuggling operations and smugglers may have been 

ordered never to discuss the possibility. As a result, no mention of ISIL directly controlling 

smugglers would reach news outlets. This is only speculation, but it seems to fit in with how 

ISIL interacts with other members of the antiquities trade working in their territory. The 

possibility may be worth exploring should more information come to light.  

  In terms of the route, it is fairly certain that Syrian antiquities are smuggled across the 

Syria-Turkey border into border towns like Gaziantep.117 Some material is also speculated to 

pass through Lebanon.118 In the past, illegally excavated objects from the Middle East or Turkey 

travelled through the United Arab Emirates cities of Sharjah or Dubai.119 They tend to travel via 

commercial airliners or cargo ships to large cities, covered by falsified cargo manifests or hidden 

compartments in furniture.120 For objects destined for other markets, they are then transported 

into places such as Switzerland, Bulgaria or Germany,121 where laundering occurs.122  
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121 The shipment intercepted in Bulgaria by local police is thought to have been in transit to Germany, either for 

direct sell into the market or for another laundering phase, though it is unknown at this time which it was meant for 

(Myers and Kulish 2016). 
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Laundering/Late Stage Intermediary 

 Perhaps one of the most dangerous (and often unknown) factors of the illegal antiquities 

trade is the laundering stage, which allows illegally excavated antiquities to enter the legitimate 

market.123 In a presentation given at the University of Arizona in April, 2016, the Executive 

Director of ASOR, Dr. Andrew Vaughn, touched on this briefly, saying that even the legal sale 

of antiquities has ties to terrorist organizations like ISIL.124 These ties are made possible through 

the laundering stage. Once again, I emphasize the main point Campbell makes in his article on 

fluid networks: that they are made up of countless interpersonal connections in a massive web.  

ISIL, at this point, likely no longer exercises any direct control of what happens to the antiquities 

they stole or has a say in the final buyer. The rest of the global antiquity network takes over at 

this point.  

 What makes a good transit or laundering country? The first (and largest) factors are the 

local laws, particularly those surrounding ownership. For a long time, Switzerland’s laws made it 

a laundering hub, thanks to bona fide purchaser protection, loose title law transfer and laissez-

faire protectionist legislation enforcement.125 In Switzerland, cultural property had two types of 

ownership associated with it: the institution/person who physically owns it and the cultural and 

ethnic groups who feel the object in question symbolizes the entire life of their society.126 The 

latter’s claims are less often considered.127 The bona fide purchaser (BFP) allows for someone 
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who bought a stolen item in “good faith” to retain the permanent ownership of that object if the 

original owner does not file a claim within five years, after which time, the title transfers to 

them.128 Essentially, this means that if an illegally excavated artifact taken to Switzerland 

remains hidden for five years, the person that purchased that illegally excavated artifact receives 

its title.129  It was not until the investigation into illegal antiquities dealer, Giacomo Medici, that 

it became widely understood that the Freeport of Geneva in Switzerland was not just a small 

transit stop, but a veritable warehouse district for antiquities smugglers; objects could be stored, 

with no questions asked for several years, waiting for the title transfer to be cleared.130 

Switzerland has reformed greatly in the decades since the Medici scandal, but other countries 

with five year laws exist all across Europe. Countries with these laws and particularly porous 

borders would be ideal locations for antiquities to be stored quietly. I believe that the majority of 

the objects ISIL has looted may be in places similar to Switzerland, waiting for title transfer and 

the forging of a fake paper trail, erasing the link with Syrian specific sites, and the year of its 

illegal export from its country of origin. Forensic archaeologist Christos Tsirogiannis suggests 

Basel or Zurich, in addition to Geneva, as likely laundering destinations in Switzerland, but also 

suspects some material travels to Germany for the same purpose.131 

   Perhaps the best example of the widespread impact of this laundering phase and the 

antiquities trade in general is the Italian network outlined in The Medici Conspiracy.132 It is quite 
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similar to ISIL in terms of scale and level of organization, but lacks any ideological veneer. 

Something amiss was first suspected in 1972, when the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New 

York purchased a large calyx krater (a Greek two-handled vessel) at the price of $1 million from 

antiquities dealer Robert Hecht,133 the first time anyone ever paid such a sum for an antiquity.134 

It resulted in a huge controversy at the time.135 Archaeologists found it suspicious almost 

immediately, and as time went on, the story of the krater’s acquisition changed at least three 

times.136 However, the truth about the vessel’s acquisition did not come out until much later.  In 

the 1994, members of the Italian Art Squad were investigating the theft of eight Classical Greek 

vases from a museum in Melfi.137 Through use of their phone tap system, they were able to 

conduct a raid on antiquities dealer Antonio Savoca, who not only had the vases, but the name of 

one of the Art Squad’s major persons of interest (and who they initially thought behind the theft), 

Pasquale Camera.138 Camera was one of the organizers of Italian looters, nicknamed the 

tombaroli.139 Savoca had kept detailed, clear records of all his transactions.140 With this evidence 

they were able to identify Camera, but he died in a car crash before an interview could be 

scheduled; however, the Art Squad was still granted access to examine Camera’s home.141 

Through investigating his associates, the Art Squad eventually also paid a visit to one of 

Camera’s accomplices Danilo Zichi, who had possession of an extremely detailed organizational 
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chart made by Camera.142  From this chart the senior members of two network branches, 

Giacomo Medici and Gianfranco Becchina, were identified,143 as well as several respectable 

organizations, including Sotheby’s auction house,144 museums like the Getty Villa in Los 

Angeles,145 and antiquities dealers like Robert Hecht, the man who sold the Metropolitan 

Museum the Euphronios krater.146 

  Sotheby’s role, along with Switzerland’s, was highlighted as the investigation 

emerge.147 A reported stolen work on the Italian Art Squad’s list showed up in Sotheby’s 

antiquities catalogue; the object in question was a sarcophagus from the Church of San Saba on 

the Aventine Hill in Rome.148 Once the evidence of the theft was brought to light, the auction 

house was required to disclose who put the object up for sale, leading Italian police to Swiss 

Company Editions Services in Geneva, run by Henri Albert Jacques.149 Jacques claimed to only 

look after finances and serve as the company face; the address provided to police was his own 

home and the real base of operations was in the Freeport of Geneva, while the actual company 

owner was Medici.150 Combined Italian and Swiss forces raided the warehouse and discovered 

several thousand antiquities, some with Sotheby’s labels and others still encrusted in dirt, in 
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addition to over 4,000 Polaroid pictures, stacks of invoices, checks, letters, and condition 

reports.151  

Sotheby’s London was further damned, as was Medici, when a former employee of the 

auction house, who had stolen or copied all of Sotheby’s confidential documents, brought these 

documents forward. The employee, James Hodges, was actually stealing from the company and 

had the copies to use if he ever got caught.152 The documents pointed to three people who 

smuggled thousands of unprovenanced antiquities to Switzerland then sold them through 

Sotheby’s, including Medici.”153 Medici was tied to another front business called the Hydra 

Gallery, whose owner, British citizen, Robert Symes, used the same address and false ownership 

details as Swiss Editions Services.154 It also came to light that Symes had collaborated at least 

once with Felicity Nicholson, the head of Sotheby’s antiquities department in London.155 In 

follow-up investigations, it was determined through the contents of Medici’s warehouse that he 

had laundered around 7,000 objects, thanks in large part to loose Swiss laws.156 In addition, 

investigators uncovered a triangulation structure of sale that Medici would use to indirectly 

interact with museums. Medici would first sell to someone else, normally based in Switzerland, 

who could act as a safe intermediary, who then sells it to the final customer, who would not want 

to be seen buying anything from Medici. There were several stages of intermediate selling to 
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distance the object from its actual source.157 Disturbingly, investigators discovered that is was 

common practice to break larger antiquities, such as large vases, sculptures or mosaics, and sell 

them off bit by bit over the years for more money than they would be worth as a single unit, and 

as a way to feed the buying frenzy.158 Medici also bought back many items from Sotheby’s, to 

sell to a different customer, providing a “legitimate” provenance.159 Such practices would rig the 

prices of objects in auction houses and “salt” the salerooms with cheaper items, whose prices 

were propped up due to buybacks.160 Additionally, the buyback practice kept up the façade that 

the antiquities market is only filled with unremarkable objects.161 Sotheby’s London Antiquities 

Department was closed down by the parent company in 1997, with all antiquities sales 

transferred to the New York auction house.162 I find this uncomfortably similar to the comments 

made by antiquities dealers attending the ISIL document conference in 2015 about the worth of 

Near Eastern Antiquities, discussed previously in the thesis. I do not think the conference 

attendees themselves are involved, as the reputable dealers, according to Christopher Marinello, 

Director of Art Recovery International, are increasingly suspicious of any object coming from Syria 

and acting with caution.163 However, less scrupulous members of the art and antiquities 

community could be utilizing this tactic.  
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 ISIL shares several characteristics with the Medici conspirators, in spite of operating 

within different parts of the antiquities network. The key similarity is their degree of 

organization. In studying groups like the Medici network, it is easy to see how ISIL could sneak 

objects into global markets and perhaps explain why the stolen material is so elusive and absent 

from current markets. There are still several countries with a combination of laissez faire 

regulations, allowing loose title transfers that would make ideal laundering locations. Unlike the 

Medici conspirators, there is no evidence as of now that ISIL has direct control over the 

movement of antiquities beyond Syria, Iraq or Turkey, or that there are specific dealers buying 

material from ISIL digs. Yet, we know ISIL has many supporters and terrorist operatives in 

western Europe, with France and Belgium being the most publicized centers of late. It is very 

possible that some ISIL supporters are taking part in the movement of antiquities into Western 

European markets. The possibility has not been investigated, so for now at least, it seems that 

ISIL is not having direct influence on this stage of the antiquities trade. Scale is the primary 

difference between ISIL and Medici networks; ISIL only has direct control over initial looting 

and smuggling, while Medici and his associates were actively involved in every stage, from 

pulling an object from the ground to its final sale. 

Role of Market Countries  

It is not entirely clear where ISIL looted antiquities are destined to be sold or if there are 

any certain types of artifact that end up in particular markets, but theories (and disagreements) 

are numerous. A Near East specialist, Mark Altaweel from the UCL Institute of Archaeology 

spent several hours wandering through London’s antiquities shops and in that short time found 
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several items he believed may have come from the Syrian and Iraqi conflict zones.164 He 

primarily discovered small items, such as coins, glass, small statues, lamps and cylinder seals, 

and he was able to determine that the store owners were lying about their provenance.165 For 

these smaller items, according to Dr. Sam Hardy, there is often no paperwork, generally the shop 

owners claim the items in question came from an older family collection, or an anonymous seller 

from Jordan or Lebanon.166  The merchants acting as intermediaries in places like Turkey or 

Lebanon believe objects are primarily bound for Western markets.167 Some art dealers have 

denied the likelihood of ISIL looted antiquities selling well in the United States, so are unlikely 

to travel there.168 However, this is not the opinion of other antiquities experts, who expect the 

Western market in the next few years to be flooded with Near Eastern antiquities,169 and it is not 

my opinion either. 

 The other potential market locations are the countries around the Persian Gulf. As briefly 

mentioned earlier, Mark Hilgert suggests that pre-Islamic material ends up in Europe and the 

United States, while Islamic art items are popular in the Persian Gulf.170 I suspect the smaller 

items like those found by Mr. Altaweel are likely fairly easy to move into markets, and are the 

first wave of sorts of Syrian provenanced material, but that large items are still in laundering 

phases. Once they are considered “legal” they can be sold without incident or suspicion. 
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There have been recent efforts on the part of market countries to put a halt to the flow of 

illegally obtained antiquities entering their borders.  The idea of protecting cultural property is 

not new, for some of the earliest discussion on the subject took place in Europe when the laws of 

war were being formulated in the 1600s.171 However, it was not until after the Napoleonic Wars, 

when the Lieber Code172 was drafted in the United States, that cultural property was afforded any 

protection within legislation.173 The first international treaties were passed in 1899, 1907 and 

1954,174 but the most important one for the modern antiquities trade is the 1970 UNESCO 

Convention on the Means of Prohibiting and Preventing the Illicit Import, Export or Transfer of 

Ownership of Cultural Property.175 Its importance cannot be undervalued, and it is now a key 

component of the acquisition policy for institutions like the Metropolitan Museum of Art,176 and 

the British Museum.177 The countries discussed in this thesis that have signed the UNESCO 

Convention are: Bulgaria (1971), Iraq (1973), Syria (1975), Turkey (1981),  the U.S (1983),  

Great Britain (2002), Switzerland (2003) and Germany (2007).178 As of 2016, a total of 131 

countries have signed the UNESCO Convention.179 
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 In recent years, several market countries began attempting to slow the flow of illegal 

antiquities into their borders. For instance the United Kingdom, in spite of having the numerous 

small objects nestled in antiquities shops, has reportedly began cracking down on smuggling, 

after  discovering in January of 2015 that $58 million worth of Italian artifacts had been 

smuggled into the country.180 The FBI has issued statements warning off collectors and dealers 

from purchasing anything coming from the Middle East, and are currently investigating reports 

of U.S. citizens being offered material that was likely looted from Syria and Iraq.181 Effort to 

curb the flow of the illegal antiquities trade exists, but there remains a great deal to do in order to 

create an effective stop. The “solution” to the illegal antiquities trade is a subject of heated 

debate, with some experts such as British scholar Neil Brodie arguing for a complete revamp of 

the system,182 while others like Mark Altaweel arguing for the complete condemnation of the 

antiquities trade,183 and still others advocating for the masses of small “repeat objects” (duplicate 

objects, like coins, of little archaeological worth outside their archaeological contexts) to be sold 

in public markets while the rest is not.184 There are also those who disagree with any sort of 

international law or regulation being placed on antiquities, primarily coin collectors and some 

groups of art and antiquities dealers.185 Whatever the opinions of various parties may be, the fact 

remains that while the link between terrorism and the antiquities trade exists, we should be 
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putting forward every effort to sever that link.  Illegal antiquities still slip through the cracks and 

get into the legitimate market. While there is an improving trend in how antiquities are handled, 

too much still gets into the market. I would argue for the implementation of Market Reduction 

Approach (MRA) on antiquities activities, levied in market countries as outlined by Neil 

Brodie.186 This involves increasing the risk of dabbling in an illegal activity, in this context, 

applying pressure to those people and institutions within market countries involved in the 

transport, marketing, purchasing or facilitation of the illegal antiquities trade.187 Essentially, this 

results in an inhospitable market for antiquities dealers, making the risk of being caught in 

antiquities trading greater than the potential reward.188 Criminologists working on the ground 

suggest that pressuring the demand rather than supply will be much more productive, as demand 

centers are localized and supply centers are numerous and widespread.189 

Conclusion 

 ISIL’s connection to the antiquities trade though visible, is still extremely difficult to 

quantify and track. The evidence we have uncovered amounts to mere bits and pieces, and only 

hint at a much larger operation still hiding in the shadows. What I discussed essentially amounts 

to educated speculation on where to probe deeper into those shadows. I do not think we will ever 

know the full extent of ISIL’s activities until they are stopped. From the scraps I have gathered 

together for this thesis, I believe that the ideology ISIL presents in their propaganda material 

does not have a great deal of direct influence on how they operate their “Antiquities Division,” 
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and therefore we cannot use it as a way to determine what will be destroyed and what will end up 

on the market. 

ISIL is a particularly well developed cog in the global fluid antiquities network, which 

makes their activities in this regard difficult to pin down. They seem to be involved in at least 

two stages of this network, that of the looter and smuggler, and it may be possible they are 

involved in the laundering and final sale of material as well. I discussed why we are not seeing 

large quantities of antiquities invade the market countries yet and how ISIL can make such large 

sums of money off what looks like minimal involvement. These observations only highlight the 

importance of clamping down on market countries and further investigating instances of 

laundering. It is the laundering phase that is particularly insidious, as it reaches the legitimate art 

market, which can operate freely and in the open. 

Finally, I discussed the market countries’ roles in the antiquities trade, specifically 

concerning the laws which allow for the illegal antiquities trade to flourish, where ISIL material 

may turn up and a suggestion on how to curtail the flow of illegal antiquities. Only individual 

countries can decide how much they are willing to do to stop these revenue streams. I am 

gratified to see various nations step up their efforts and crackdown on the trade and hope more 

will follow suit. However, it will ultimately take a fundamental change in hearts and minds of the 

art dealers and collectors in order for the illegal antiquities trade to be fully stopped. Most of 

them may genuinely love what they do and look on the objects in their care with wonder. They 

would have to look beyond the façade of legitimacy these object possess and critically evaluate 

how the antiquities trade works. Only after taking that initiative can they begin to understand the 
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damage antiquities collecting can inflict. I hope they experience the same horror and sorrow I did 

while working on this thesis and discovering exactly how money from the antiquities trade is 

utilized. It would take a large number of collectors coming to this realization then lending their 

cooperation to archaeologists, historians and heritage experts in safeguarding archaeology sites 

in order for any true reduction of the antiquities trade to occur.  

It is hoped that continuing efforts to halt the antiquities trade will meet success, for the 

sake of the hundreds of thousands of people who lost their lives to ISIL and for the millions more 

who have lost their homes and all they know. For many of us witnessing these tragedies from 

afar, it is difficult to find any possible way to directly improve the situation and the outlook for 

these victims. But there is one thing all of us can do: ensure that we are not feeding the 

antiquities trade and those it supports, like ISIL.  

 

In memory of the victims of ISIL 
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