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Abstract. The article examines the deliberate destruction of monuments as a strategic form of 

cultural genocide in modern conflicts. It argues that attacks on churches, mosques, cemeteries, 

historic quarters and other heritage sites often function not as collateral damage but as targeted 

instruments to demoralize populations, erase the historical presence of particular groups and 

impose new symbolic orders on contested territories. Situating this practice between the legal 

categories of genocide and war crimes against cultural property, the study highlights the tension 

between narrow legal definitions and broader historical patterns of cultural destruction. Using 

comparative case types from interstate wars, ethno national conflicts and extremist campaigns, it 

identifies recurrent logics of targeting and traces their long term social and political 

consequences. The article concludes that recognising the strategic use of cultural violence is 

essential for strengthening international protection of cultural heritage and for designing post 

conflict reconstruction and commemoration policies that address both material loss and fractures 

in collective memory. 

 

 

Introduction 

The deliberate destruction of monuments has become a visible and politically 

charged feature of many late twentieth and early twenty first century conflicts. 

Churches, mosques, cemeteries, historic quarters and public statues are not only 

works of art. They serve as material anchors of collective memory, mark claims to 

territory, and embody the continuity of particular communities. When such sites are 

specifically targeted in war, the aim often goes beyond immediate military 

advantage and forms part of a broader attempt to weaken or erase the cultural 

foundations of a group. In this sense, the destruction of monuments can be seen as 

a technique of cultural genocide, even where physical annihilation of the population 

is not openly pursued. 

Yet the conceptual and legal status of cultural genocide remains contested. 

Raphael Lemkin originally included cultural practices and heritage within genocide, 

while the 1948 Genocide Convention largely excluded these dimensions. 
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Subsequent international instruments have strengthened the protection of cultural 

property and recent judgments have recognized attacks on cultural heritage as war 

crimes, but the relationship between such crimes and genocide is still debated. This 

article addresses that gap by examining how and when the strategic targeting of 

monuments may cross the threshold into cultural genocide. 

The analysis combines historical and legal perspectives and is structured in 

three parts. The first section outlines the concepts of cultural heritage and cultural 

genocide and reviews the relevant international legal framework. The second section 

explores the strategic logic behind attacks on monuments, including their role in 

campaigns of intimidation, ethnic or religious cleansing, and symbolic reordering of 

space. The third section uses selected case studies from recent conflicts to show how 

these mechanisms operate in practice and to assess the long term consequences of 

monument destruction for post conflict memory, identity, and political  

settlement. 

Monuments, Cultural Heritage and Cultural Genocide: 

Conceptual and Legal Foundations 

Monuments are not neutral pieces of stone or metal. They condense historical 

narratives, embody religious and political meanings, and serve as fixed points in the 

symbolic map of a community. Churches, mosques, synagogues, cemeteries, 

memorials and statues structure everyday practices of remembrance and mark 

claims to space. Because of this, attacks on monuments in wartime strike 

simultaneously at material objects, at shared memory and at the perceived 

legitimacy of a group’s presence in a given territory. 

The modern notion of cultural heritage builds on this connection between 

material objects and collective identity. International discourse distinguishes 

between tangible heritage such as monuments, buildings and sites, and intangible 

heritage such as rituals, language and traditional knowledge. Cultural heritage is 

also understood at several scales: local, national and universal. A site can be central 

to the identity of a small community and at the same time be protected as part of the 

heritage of humanity. This multi-level character explains why the destruction of 

monuments produces layered effects that reach far beyond the immediate locality. 

The concept of genocide, as formulated by Raphael Lemkin, initially combined 

physical and cultural dimensions of group destruction. Lemkin stressed that the goal 

of genocide is to destroy the foundations of life of a group, including its institutions, 

religion, language and cultural works. In the drafting of the 1948 Genocide 

Convention, however, cultural elements were largely removed, and the final text 

focuses on killing and serious bodily or mental harm, as well as measures aimed at 
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physical or biological destruction. This narrowing created a persistent tension 

between a broader historical understanding of genocide and its strict legal definition. 

In response to this gap, scholars have developed the notion of cultural genocide 

to describe policies that aim to eradicate the cultural distinctiveness of a group 

without necessarily seeking its physical elimination. These may include forced 

assimilation, prohibition of language, and systematic destruction of cultural and 

religious heritage. Critics argue that the term risks stretching the concept of genocide 

too far, while supporters insist that it captures a specific pattern of violence that 

otherwise remains under conceptualized and under punished. 

At the same time, a separate but related branch of international law has evolved 

around the protection of cultural property in armed conflict. The 1954 Hague 

Convention and its protocols, together with later UNESCO instruments, define 

cultural property, prohibit its intentional targeting and require states to safeguard it 

both in peace and war. Recent case law, in particular from international criminal 

tribunals, has qualified deliberate attacks on cultural sites as war crimes. Yet these 

norms speak mainly of cultural property and war crimes, while the question when 

such attacks may amount to cultural genocide remains open. 

To clarify the relationships between these concepts, the following table 

contrasts genocide, cultural genocide and war crimes against cultural property along 

several key dimensions: 
 

Aspect 
Genocide (in 1948 

Convention sense) 

Cultural genocide 

(scholarly concept) 

War crimes against 

cultural property (IHL) 

Primary 

protected 

interest 

Physical and 

biological existence 

of a group 

Cultural existence and 

distinct identity of a group 

Specific objects and sites 

of cultural property 

Typical acts 

Killing, serious 

bodily harm, 

measures to prevent 

births 

Destruction or banning of 

language, religion, 

heritage, education 

Attacks on monuments, 

historic buildings, 

museums, archives 

Required 

intent 

Intent to destroy the 

group as such, in 

whole or in part 

Intent to destroy or 

radically transform the 

cultural foundations of the 

group 

Knowledge and intent 

that the target is 

protected cultural 

property 

Legal status 
Clearly codified 

international crime 

Not fully codified, largely 

doctrinal and political 

debate 

Codified as war crime 

and violation of 

humanitarian law 

 

This conceptual and legal framework shows that the destruction of monuments 

can be approached from several angles at once: as an attack on cultural property, as 

a component of broader campaigns of cultural genocide, and, in some 

circumstances, as evidence supporting a charge of genocide in the strict legal sense. 
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The following sections build on these distinctions in order to analyse how such 

destruction operates within military strategy and how it functions in concrete 

historical conflicts. 

The Destruction of Monuments in the Logic of Military Strategy and Political 

Violence 

The targeting of monuments in wartime is often presented as irrational 

fanaticism or uncontrollable by product of hostilities. A closer look at recent 

conflicts, however, shows that destruction of cultural heritage frequently follows a 

discernible strategic logic. Monuments are chosen not because they are militarily 

valuable, but because they are symbolically dense. They condense narratives of 

origin, victory and suffering, and so attacks on them can serve as an efficient shortcut 

to demoralizing or fragmenting the opposing community. In this sense, cultural 

destruction operates alongside more familiar tools of coercion such as bombardment 

of infrastructure or population displacement. 

From the perspective of military and political planners, monuments can be 

treated as strategic targets in at least three ways. First, their destruction can signal 

the weakness or abandonment of the defending side and thus undermine civilian 

morale. Second, the removal of a group’s key religious, commemorative or political 

symbols may be used to deny its historical rootedness in a contested territory and to 

prepare the ground for new claims of sovereignty. Third, the transformation of the 

monumental landscape offers an opportunity to project the victor’s own symbols 

and narratives into public space. In each case, the attack on cultural heritage is not 

a secondary effect but an integral part of a broader campaign of domination. 

The ideological framing of such acts is crucial. Extremist movements may 

present iconoclasm as purification, the elimination of idolatry or the destruction of 

symbols associated with an illegitimate order. States engaged in ethno national 

conflict may justify the demolition of religious buildings or memorials as necessary 

for security, urban renewal or the removal of “provocative” reminders of the enemy. 

These narratives provide internal legitimacy for cultural violence and help to 

mobilize local participation, while externally they obscure the extent to which the 

real objective is to erase or rewrite the historical presence of a targeted group. 

Different types of actors engage in cultural destruction in different ways. 

Regular state armed forces may incorporate attacks on monuments into formal or 

informal doctrine, for example as part of psychological operations. Non state armed 

groups and terrorist organizations often rely on highly visible and spectacular acts 

of destruction that are designed to circulate globally through media. Local 

authorities or militias may participate in the dismantling of monuments or in 

renaming streets and public spaces, embedding cultural cleansing in the routines of 



 November 21, 2025 • New York, USA   

.  

373 
 

administration. In all these cases, the line between top down orders and bottom up 

initiatives can be blurred, which complicates later efforts to assign responsibility. 

The performative and media dimension of monument destruction has become 

particularly important in the digital age. Publicly staged demolitions, recorded and 

disseminated in images and video, multiply the impact of the act far beyond the 

immediate locality. For supporters, such images may function as proof of agency 

and power. For targeted communities and international audiences, they are 

experienced as announcements of exclusion and as affronts to shared cultural values. 

The spectacle itself thus becomes part of the strategic effect. 

These different layers of strategic purpose can be summarized in a simple 

schematic, which may be used as a visual aid in the article: 
 

Strategic  

objective 

Typical  

targeted monuments 

Intended  

primary effect on the opponent 

Demoralization and 

intimidation 

Central religious buildings, 

iconic statues 

Undermine confidence, spread 

fear and sense of abandonment 

Erasure of historical 

presence 

Cemeteries, local shrines, 

memorial sites 

Deny continuity and legitimacy 

of group’s territorial claim 

Symbolic reordering of 

space 

Political monuments, 

colonial or imperial symbols 

Mark a new regime, normalize 

new narratives in public space 

Mobilization of supporters 

and propaganda 

Highly visible world 

heritage sites 

Demonstrate power, gain 

visibility and attract recruits 

 

Understanding the destruction of monuments through this strategic lens makes 

it possible to distinguish it from accidental or opportunistic damage. It also 

highlights the ways in which cultural violence is woven into broader patterns of 

political repression, ethnic cleansing and ideological struggle that extend well 

beyond the immediate battlefield. 

Historical and Contemporary Case Studies and Consequences 

The strategic patterns described above become clearer when examined through 

concrete conflicts in which the destruction of monuments occupied a central place 

in the repertoire of violence. In late twentieth century ethno national wars, religious 

buildings, cemeteries and local memorials associated with particular communities 

were systematically targeted. The chronology and geography of these attacks often 

mirrored front lines and newly established administrative boundaries. This 

regularity suggests coordinated decision making rather than spontaneous vandalism 

and points to an intent to remake the cultural map of contested territories by 

eliminating visible traces of the enemy’s presence. 

In large scale interstate wars, destruction of monumental heritage has 

sometimes been framed as an unavoidable by product of attacks on industrial, 

transport or administrative infrastructure. Yet even in such cases historic city centers 
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and iconic public buildings could be singled out as preferred targets because of their 

symbolic value. Bombardment of old towns, cathedrals or government squares was 

meant not only to disrupt communications, but also to undermine national prestige, 

to demoralize the civilian population and to send a clear message about the 

vulnerability of the enemy state. Here, physical and cultural violence are closely 

intertwined, even if legal and political debates after the war tend to focus on military 

necessity. 

In the early twenty first century, extremist and terrorist organizations 

introduced a different mode of cultural destruction. They organized carefully staged 

demolitions of ancient temples, monumental statues and museum collections, often 

accompanied by manifestos and high quality video recordings. These acts pursued 

several overlapping goals: to terrorize and discipline local populations, to eradicate 

rival traditions from the religious or national landscape, and to shock international 

audiences by attacking sites presented as part of the heritage of humanity. The 

monument thus becomes simultaneously a local anchor of identity and a global 

media object. 

The consequences of such destruction extend far beyond the immediate loss of 

individual buildings or artworks. For affected communities, the erasure of 

monuments produces a sense of temporal rupture and dispossession. Places that 

once hosted rituals, commemorations and everyday interactions become ruins, 

empty plots or newly inscribed spaces dominated by the victor’s symbols. This 

weakens intergenerational transmission of memory, fuels long term grievances and 

often feeds into a politics of victimhood that shapes post conflict identities and 

claims. For states and international organizations, the loss of major heritage sites 

generates legal and diplomatic disputes, undermines cultural tourism and requires 

substantial investment in documentation and eventual reconstruction. 

At the legal and institutional level, reactions range from minimal 

acknowledgment to high profile international prosecutions. In some cases, attacks 

on monuments have been treated primarily as violations of cultural property law and 

prosecuted as war crimes. In others, systematic destruction of cultural heritage has 

been invoked as evidence of an intent to destroy a group as such and therefore as an 

element of genocide in the stricter sense. Truth commissions, reparations programs 

and memorial policies increasingly recognize cultural loss as a distinct harm, 

including demands to rebuild destroyed monuments, restore cemeteries and 

establish new memorials that explicitly refer to cultural cleansing. 

For analytical and visual clarity, these variations can be summarized in a 

comparative table that links type of conflict, typical targets, strategic function and 

long term consequences: 
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Type  

of conflict 

Typical 

targeted 

heritage 

Strategic  

function of destruction 

Main  

long term consequences 

Large scale 

interstate war 

Historic city 

centers, iconic 

public 

buildings 

Undermine national morale 

and political prestige, 

signal technological 

superiority 

Urban transformation, 

contested reconstruction 

projects, national narratives 

of martyrdom 

Ethno national 

or sectarian 

war 

Religious 

buildings, 

cemeteries, 

local 

memorials 

Erase presence of targeted 

group, support ethnic 

cleansing and territorial 

homogenization 

Deepened intergroup 

hostility, memory wars, 

competing claims to 

territory and victim status 

Extremist or 

terrorist 

campaigns 

World heritage 

sites, 

museums, 

ancient temples 

Global propaganda, 

ideological purification, 

recruitment and internal 

discipline 

Global outrage, 

strengthening of 

international norms, 

selective and heavily 

securitized reconstruction 

 

Viewed through these cases, the destruction of monuments appears not as an 

accidental side effect of war, but as a versatile instrument that serves different 

strategic purposes in different types of conflict. At the same time, its consequences 

converge in one crucial respect: the deliberate reshaping of the cultural and 

mnemonic landscape, which can reach the threshold of cultural genocide when 

directed against the core symbols and sites that sustain a group’s historical  

existence. 

Conclusion 

This article has shown that the destruction of monuments is not an accidental 

by product of war but a deliberate instrument in the repertoire of modern political 

and military violence. Because monuments condense historical narratives, territorial 

claims and collective identities, their targeting can function as a form of cultural 

genocide, aimed at weakening or erasing the cultural foundations of specific groups 

while reshaping the symbolic order of contested space. 

The tension between the narrow legal definition of genocide and broader 

historical patterns of cultural destruction remains unresolved, yet it is precisely in 

this grey zone that many contemporary practices of cultural violence operate. 

Strengthening international responses therefore requires not only better protection 

and prosecution under the law of cultural property, but also a more explicit 

recognition of how systematic attacks on monuments contribute to group 

destruction. Post conflict reconstruction and commemoration policies should 

address these cultural and mnemonic dimensions, treating monuments not merely as 

physical structures to be rebuilt, but as key nodes in the restoration of damaged 

social fabrics and shared memory. 
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