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Facing the Ghosts of  the “Statue of  Humanity” 
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Statue of Humanity, under construction… 
Sculptor: Mehmet Aksoy 
Location: Kars, Turkey 

Date Demolition Ended: 14 June 2011 
 
“In order to dismantle it, first the head will be cut off and taken down with the help of a 
crane. Then, in the following ten days, the statue will be dismembered into 20 pieces.”  
- Official statement by the construction firm in charge of taking down the monument.  
 
Source: From İnsanlık Anıtı Direniyor [Statue of Humanity Withstands.] April 25, 2011. 
http://www.ntvmsnbc.com/id/25206551. 
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Introduction 
 

“…the work of contesting national histories and repositioning temporal landmarks 
implies far more than merely ‘restoring truth’: it challenges the entire national 
genealogy.”1  

 
In 2001, Taliban forces in Afghanistan demolished the Buddhas of Bamiyan, statues 

erected in 6 AD, as part of a campaign initiated by Mullah Omar to cleanse Afghan society 
of all idolatrous imagery that ran contrary to Islamic Sharia law. The blasting of the 
statues drew international criticism to the country, and to its people, whose only means of 
recognition in the global arena has been through heavy sanctions which were justified by 
the U.S government as a form of retribution for the jihadist tendencies of their ruling body, 
the Taliban, and its alleged harboring of Osama bin Laden.   

 
A year later, following the September 11 attacks, U.S-led NATO forces entered the 

country to bring down the Taliban regime—hoping that the effacement of the Taliban 
would lead to the incarceration (or possible extermination) of Bin Laden, and bring 
democracy to the country, thus enabling freedom for the Afghanis from oppression of a 
corrupt regime. This argument, however, carried the implicit assumption that the 
“corrupt” ruler was also the unjust and the unwanted; and that it ruled the country without 
any legitimacy, explicit or implicit, from Afghan society. Yet, as the aftermath of the 
invasion has shown, the Taliban was more than a physical entity entailing a list of names 
forming a governing body, let alone the unjust and the unwanted. Instead, it has to be 
grasped as a pervasive ideology embedded much deeper in the Afghan social imaginary. It 
was an ideology building legitimacy not necessarily through its disciplinary mechanisms, 
or use of hard power, but through its permeation into the social fabric and everyday 
interactions of Afghanis in public and private life. The scene the global audience was left to 
witness in the days following the NATO intervention supports this claim. Although the 
Taliban government was removed, the legacy of the Taliban, which was present since early 
1996 as a militia, government or insurgency force in Afghanistan, continues to this day.2 

 
Revisiting the events of 2001 in a retrospective fashion, the following question 

comes to mind: was it only the forces of the Taliban who took the statues down, or was 
there another actor untold that prepared the necessary moral and psychological ground for 
the Taliban to take that move in the first place? In other words, was a certain level of 
consensus already reached within Afghan society that rendered the destruction of these 
monuments possible, and perhaps, plausible? 

 
The highly acclaimed independent movie, Buddha Collapsed Out of Shame (2007) 

does a purposeful job in addressing this question in a different platform: cinema. In her 
movie, Hana Makhmalbaf, an independent film director from Iran, offers snippets of recent 
Afghan history from the perspective of a 5-year-old girl (Bakhtay) who challenges 
obstacles in order to attend the village elementary school. Through her eyes, the viewer 
witnesses how the Taliban legacy of male domination, strict religiosity, and dire poverty 
permeated in Afghanistan, became norms through which social life was organized and 
more importantly, continued to perpetuate in Afghan society with or even without the 

                                                
1 Katherine Verdery, The Political Lives of Dead Bodies: Reburial and Postsocialist Change (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1999), 41. 
2 Jayshree Bajoria, “The Taliban in Afghanistan,” Backgrounder - Council on Foreign Relations Publications, 
2011, http://www.cfr.org/afghanistan/taliban-afghanistan/p10551. 
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physical presence of the Taliban. Bakhtay’s naïve ways of questioning the order in which 
life around her is structured, and the context in which her actions find meaning, enables 
the viewer to ruminate on the schemes upon which these values are normalized. The film, 
in other words, portrays how social patterns inherited from Taliban years which govern a 
regime of understandings fill in the physical nonexistence of the Taliban in Afghan 
geography—hence reverberating the spirit of the Taliban in everyday Afghan interactions. 
The striking aspect of the film, apart from its climactic ending, is its focus on children’s 
“innocent” games as the casual representation of the everyday imaginary. These games are 
representative of not only a child’s imagination, but also of the ways everyday realities 
interfere with this imagination. They are mimetic representations through which social 
imaginaries are portrayed and “institutions”3 are formed.  

 
This paper is an attempted study of the social imaginary. Through this endeavor, I 

aim to understand the social dynamics sanctioning actions such as the demolition of the 
Buddha statues. In order to accomplish this task, I will evaluate my arguments on 
comparative grounds and bring in another relevant and more recent example: the 
destruction of the Statue of Humanity in Turkey. However, as I do so, I will refrain from 
repeating the often heard secularist argument—that the dismantling of the statue is yet 
another example of Turkey’s Islamization or the enchantment of social and political life, 
and therefore reveals, once again, the governing party’s “true”, “authoritarian” and 
“Islamist” nature.4 Religion may be a motivating factor for the destruction of a monument 
in Turkey, and the current government may act in an authoritarian manner in its ways of 
dealing with criticism. However, blaming only Mullah Omar/the Taliban, or Recep Tayyip 
Erdoğan/the Justice and Development Party for the destruction of monuments means to 
evade the latent and socially embedded roots of the issue. Taking this claim as a point of 
departure, I problematize factors pertaining to social dialogue, namely reflexivity and 
toleration. The very fact that these components are missing in public discussions in 
Turkey, I argue, helps to establish the moral and ideological base that legitimized the 
destruction of the Statue of Humanity. Is not the Prime Minister’s command for the 
dismantlement of the monument but a vocalization of what many in Turkey wished for, 
and had already consented to either through words and actions, or through indifference 
and silence? The following pages tackle this question. 

 
A Contested Dialogue on Turkey’s Past 

 
Only a decade after the Buddhas of Bamiyan were destroyed, the Prime Minister of 

another country with a Muslim majority, Turkey, ordered the demolition of a statue that 
was commissioned in 2006 to be built in the city Kars, which borders Armenia. The statue 
depicted two halves of a man, each reaching to hold the other’s hand, and symbolized, 
according to its sculptor as well as the former Mayor of the town, peace and friendship 
between Turkish and Armenian people. For a country accused of conducting a genocidal 
act during the First World War, and cleansing itself of its Armenian population, the 

                                                
3 I refer to “institution” here is not as an objective reality, like an organization, but rather as an established 
regime of understanding and sociability that is built on an accumulation of interactions, emotions and 
understandings. For more on processes of institutionalization, see Andreas Glaeser, Political Epistemics: The 
Secret Police, The Opposition and the End of East German Socialism (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 
2011), 30–35. 
4 For an example of this line of argumentation, see Daniel Steinvorth, “Turkey and Pornography: We are 
Becoming Islamicized”, Spiegel Online, January 17, 2011, 
http://www.spiegel.de/international/world/0,1518,739923,00.html.  
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building of the statue was a gesture of good intentions. When I visited the town in late 
2006 and conversed with the then Mayor, he talked about this statue as “his dream,” 
through which he would be able to bring the “brothers and sisters” of the two nations 
together, ameliorate past grief, and, most importantly, prepare the necessary political 
grounds for the opening of the border between the two states—thus allowing the 
continuation of trade relations which were suspended in 1993. My brief conversations with 
the townsmen during my stay in Kars showed me that the opening of the border was also 
the cardinal wish of the people of Kars—the citizens of one of Turkey’s poorest cities. 

 
The statue, moreover, symbolized the very nascent hopes for the Turkish state and 

society to face its past, and discuss the crimes committed during the First World War.5 
Such an action would require ambitious steps to be taken by both political leaders and 
social actors. However, in a country where nationalism and conservatism are found to be 
on the rise,6 confrontation with the past can prove to be a strenuous process. For example, 
when a group of academics and journalists launched a civil society initiative named “Özür 
Diliyoruz” [We Apologize], and started gathering signatures from participants who 
argued to “empathize with the feelings and pain of [our] Armenian brothers”7 in 2006, a 
counter-initiative was formed within days under the name “Özür Dilemiyoruz” [We Do 
Not Apologize.]8 Moreover, the website for the first initiative was hacked on numerous 
occasions. 

 
What is problematic in this case is not the presence of the counter-protest. In fact, 

having opposing lines of thought communicating in the public sphere is hypothetically the 
building block of (a Habermasian ideal of) deliberative democracy. What is problematic, 
however, is the nature of the communication itself. Dialogue is blurred through the ways 
the state sides with one group while downplaying the other, which means that power 
relations among the parties of this dialogue are skewed from the start. Power is channeled 
both through the sovereign’s right, and naturalized through its disciplinary apparatus. 
Hence, what we call civil or social dialogue is not free from institutional constraints, thus 
leaving little space for marginalized communities and suppressed voices to be seen or 
heard. And in instances where the addressee of a discourse is silenced, or is not given a 
chance to respond, dialogue loses a reflexive character so vital to its existence: 
heteroglossia, the existence of manifold voices and viewpoints on a given topic or simply 
put, having multiple perspectives of seeing and hearing. In response to the online 
apologetic movement (petition) in 2008, the Prime Minister Erdoğan stated: "I neither 
accept nor support this campaign. We did not commit a crime; therefore we do not need to 
apologize… It will not have any benefit other than stirring up trouble, disturbing our 
peace and undoing the steps which have been taken.”9 What is troublesome here is the way 
that the hegemonic discourse on “Turkishness” and the hegemonic narration of Turkish 
history invents its own ways of dealing with (or governing) its marginalized other. 
Through the dismissal of one of the actors to join a communicative platform, that is, 

                                                
5 For example, BBC’s headline for the dismantling of the statue was, “Turkey-Armenia friendship symbol 
being demolished.” BBC News Europe, April 26, 2011, http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-europe-13199787. 
6 See, for example, Ali Çarkoglu and Ersin Kalaycıoğlu, The Rising Tide of Conservatism in Turkey (New York: 
Palgrave MacMillan (2009). For an earlier account of a survey conducted, see Hakan Yılmaz, “Conservatism 
in Turkey,” Turkish Policy Quarterly 7(2010): 57–63.  
7 “Özür Diliyorum,” www.ozurdiliyoruz.com. 
8 “Özür Dilemiyoruz ,” www.ozurdilemiyoruz.biz. 
9 Robert Tait, “Turkish PM dismisses apology for alleged Armenian genocide,” The Guardian, December 18, 
2008, http://www.guardian.co.uk/world/2008/dec/18/armenian-genocide-apology-turkish-rebuttal 
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through the utilization of “politics of disablement,”10 discussions on Turkey’s past continue 
to lack reflexivity, and therefore remain limited and one-sided.  

 
The Prime Minister’s remarks, however, were not always dominant enough to 

suppress dissident sounds rising from the streets of Turkey in response to hegemonic 
discourses regulating “the management of meaning” on the issue of genocide.11  As a 
reaction to what the Turkish academic Ahmet İnsel called “absolute truths uttered by the 
Prime Minister and a majority of the population in Turkey,”12 certain initiatives have been 
taken by the “liberal” segments of the society. Some academics joined forces and brought 
discussions on Turkey’s past and the events of 1915 under scrutiny in academic platforms. 
Nevertheless, such initiatives are few, and similar to the above-mentioned Internet 
platform, often come under great strain by both the state and conservative and 
ultranationalist groups.  

 
One of the first attempts in September 2005 to have the very first academic 

conference on Ottoman Armenians (take note that the conference was not even on 
genocide and/or problems that the non-Muslim minority in contemporary Turkey faces) 
was prevented by the judiciary in Turkey. The then Minister of Justice Cemil Çiçek argued 
that what the academics were trying was an attempt to backstab Turkey; an act that he 
called “treacherous”. The speaker of the main opposition, the Republican People’s Party, 
agreed with Çiçek and added that the academics were acting in disloyal ways under the 
rubric of academic freedom.13 In response to these comments, approximately 30 non-
governmental organizations asked Çiçek to step down from his ministerial position.14 
However, Çiçek did not step down. The conference, on the other hand, switched locations, 
from the confines of a public university (Boğaziçi University) to a private university (Bilgi 
University) and finally took place. Due to security reasons, only those with invitations 
attended the conference. Outside the campus, protests by conservative and ultranationalist 
student groups and political activists continued. 

 
Calls for the Turkish state and society to face its past and discuss the ineffable have 

also been raised by prominent authors and journalists in the last decade. Nevertheless, such 
calls have either ended with lawsuits filed against these figures, or their immediate 
imprisonment. The most prominent among the trials was that of the Nobel Prize-winning 
author Orhan Pamuk who was convicted for “insulting Turkishness” (Article 301) after 
claiming that “about 30,000 Turks and one million Armenians were killed in Turkey.”15 
According to a recent OECD research study, Turkey tops the list of the highest number of 

                                                
10 Glaeser, Political Epistemics, 48. 
11Anthony P. Cohen and John L. Comaroff, “The Management of Meaning: On the Phenomenology of 
Political Transactions, Transaction and Meaning (Philedelphia: Institute for the Study of Human Issues, 1976), 
89 
12 Ahmet İnsel,“Erdoğan’ın Mutlak Doğruları [Erdogan’s Absolute Truths],” Radikal 2, June 13, 2010. In his 
op-ed, Insel responds to a number of the Prime Minister’s past speeches in which he rejected the possibility of 
a Turk ever attempting a genocidal act, by arguing that genocide is not a part of Muslim-Turkish culture 
(and by implying that it is a Christian practice). Such a dogmatic approach to evaluating the past, Insel 
argues, leads the Prime Minister, as well as the majority of the Turkish population, to approach alternative 
accounts of history with absolute truths–hence leaving no space for dialogue. 
13 “Çiçek: Keşke Dava Açma Yetkimi Devretmeseydim [Cicek: I wish I Had Not Handed over my Authority 
to Open New Cases],” Milliyet, May 24, 2005, http://www.milliyet.com.tr/2005/05/24/son/sonsiy18.html. 
14 “STKlar Çiçek’i Istifaya Davet Ediyor [NGOs invite Cicek to Step Down],” Bianet, May 27, 2005.  
15 “Turk “genocide” author faces jail”, BBC News, September 1, 2005, 
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/4205708.stm. 
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imprisoned journalists and authors: 57 imprisoned, and 700-1000 ongoing proceedings to 
date open to the possibility of imprisonment.16 

 
Relations between Turkey and Armenia have also seen considerable improvements 

in the last couple of years, although few and often short-lived. The state officials of the two 
nations, for the first time in almost two decades, congregated to watch a soccer match 
between the national teams of Turkey and Armenia. Further meetings were also conducted 
under the auspices of the European Union. The Armenian Cathedral of Holy Cross in the 
Akdamar Island (located in the eastern Anatolian city of Van), which served as an 
Armenian Apostolic Church in the tenth century and continues to have religious 
importance for Armenians, was restored by Turkish authorities in 2005. Moreover, the 
Turkish government granted permission for a liturgy on the island, which was held for the 
first time in 95 years. 

 
Despite these friendly gestures, relations have remained lukewarm. Although the 

Turkish government has taken steps to welcome new ways of communicating with its 
Armenian other, it has, at the same time, continued dismissing alternative and 
marginalized narratives of the past. The government’s dedication to “deafness” on the issue 
was also hailed by the conservative and nationalist segments of the Turkish population.17 
Prime Minister Erdoğan, who attended the ceremony in the town of Van, and stated that 
this gesture by the Turkish government was in fact an “expression of the Turk’s 
tolerance,”18 at the same time, argued at a speech given at a conference in Munich that “our 
society and culture has never embraced anything even resembling the concept of genocide. 
We cannot accept such a claim.”19 Furthermore, in 2010, following the resolutions in 
Sweden and the U.S calling the events of 1915 “genocide,” the irate Prime Minister stated: 
“of 170,000 Armenians living in Turkey 70,000 are Turkish citizens…We are turning a 
blind eye to the remaining 100,000... Tomorrow, I may tell these 100,000 to go back to 
their country, if it becomes necessary.”20 The Prime Minister who expressed Turkey’s 
tolerance in 2010 also expressed the very limits of his (nation’s) tolerance the same year. 

 
The final comment on this topic came once again from Prime Minister Erdoğan, 

who, when asked to share his views on the Statue of Humanity, argued: “I called the statue 
a freak [or monstrosity, depending on the translation]. One does not need a degree from a 

                                                
16 “OSCE Report Finds Turkey Is Holding 57 Journalists in Prison”, International Press Institute (IPI), April 4, 
2011. The latest journalist added to the list of imprisoned journalists in Turkey is Nedim Sener, a PEN 
award-winning journalist who was tried for the research he pursued (which culminated in a book in 2010) on 
the Dink murder. He was acquitted from his charges in 2010. Yet he was brought back into court under new 
charges relating to his most recent research on the transnational Islamic community known as the 
Gülen/hizmet movement. Please see “TURKEY: PEN Free Expression Award winner, Nedim Şener, and 
writer Ahmet Şık formally charged,” PEN International, March 7, 2011, http://www.englishpen.org/turkey-
pen-free-expression-award-winner-nedim-sener-and-writer-ahmet-sik-formally-charged. 
17 In the wake of a counter-demolition press conference organized by a group of artists and journalists, one of 
the organizers, a prominent Turkish artist who is known for his criticism of the current government, Bedri 
Baykam, was stabbed by a radical activists. The person who committed the assault argued that he was 
disturbed by the artist’s work and statements.   
18 “Church uproar a setback for Turkish Armenian ties,” The Washington Post, September 20, 2010, 
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2010/09/19/AR2010091904429.html. 
19 Speech given by the Turkish Prime Minister Recep Tayyip Erdoğan at the 44th Security Conference in 
Munich, February 8, 2008; available at http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EMml1Bm0JDU  
20 “Turkey threatens to expel 100,000 Armenians,” BBC News, March 17, 2010, 
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/8572934.stm. 
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Fine Arts Institute in order to appreciate good art.”21 He also added that the height of the 
statue was overshadowing another ancient Islamic structure in the area, the Seyyid Hassan 
El Harakani enshrine. 

 
The deconstruction of the Statue of Humanity has been the latest step taken by the 

government. But at the same time, considering previous attempts to ameliorate relations 
with the Armenians, how could the government’s ambivalent mood be explained? In line 
with the destruction of the Buddhas of Bamiyan, which, as I argued, was more than just a 
simple Taliban operation, the demolition of the Statue of Humanity tells us more than just 
a governmental move. It points to complications with Turkey’s confrontation with its past, 
and how a majority of Turks who are haunted by their past continue to postpone their 
encounter with these “ghosts”. It reveals the impact of “affect,” that is, the ways emotion 
come into play in the political realm and the roles they play in “reordering worlds of 
meaning.”22 Moreover, the Turkish state and its representative government may be one of 
the main actors in discussions over the Armenian genocide; yet one cannot also see it as the 
only actor in play. Considering that the current government was repeatedly elected by 
landslide wins in 2002, 2007 and 2011 (winning 34.8, 46.6 percent and 49.8 percent of the 
votes respectively), the utterances of the Prime Minister cannot only be seen as mere 
demagogical play, but should in fact be considered as representative of the attitude of the 
majority of constituents in the Turkish Republic. In other words, Erdoğan’s actions are 
partially representative of the cultural organization of the debate on Turkey’s past and its 
treatment of the Armenian Genocide. Those who approve of the Prime Minister’s actions 
through their silent consent play the other part in this role. 

 
Theoretical Premises 

 
In order to understand the socio-political implications of the construction and 

demolition of the Statue of Humanity, I find it necessary to revisit some of the arguments 
central to the literature on collective memory. What do we mean by collective memory and 
how is it constructed? How does remembering work, and what do we remember (and what 
do we omit)? And how does what we remember and what we learn to forget reorient our 
world of meaning? Ever since Durkheim coined the term “collective consciousness,” 
theoreticians have been anxious to understand the dynamics that bring members of a 
community under the same imaginary. Since Durkheim did not necessarily explicate the 
reasons why individuals become members of a collective such as a society, but rather 
argued that we all are parts of a social organism where each of us serve a specific function 
to keep the organism alive, it was the task of other scholars to make the links explicit. Two 
tenets of theorization—social/collective and psychological/individual—dominated earlier 
attempts to explore the notion of collective remembering/memory. For Maurice 
Halbwachs, who was inspired by the structural functionalist tradition, collective memory 
existed outside the domain of the individual (memory). Similar to Durkheim, Halbwachs 
saw collective memory as having a life of its own, and argued that in order for a group to 

                                                
21 Speech given by Recep Tayyip Erdoğan in Kars, January 8, 2011, available in Turkish at 
http://video.cnnturk.com/2011/haber/1/8/erdogan-insanlik-anitini-ucubeye-benzetti. In his visit to Qatar 
on January 13, 2011, the Prime Minister added: “I know a thing or two about sculptures. You do not have to 
hold a degree in fine arts in order to admire a work of art.” “Debate over ‘Monument to Humanity’ continues 
in Turkey”, Hurriyet Daily News, January 13, 2011, available at 
http://www.hurriyetdailynews.com/default.aspx?pageid=438&n=spot-monument-2011-01-13 
22 Verdery, The Political Lives of Dead Bodies, 32–34. 



!

 40 

establish psychic unity, it had to be situated within a social setting.23 The process of 
remembering was a social one; what we remembered of the past and how we remembered it 
was related, if not conditioned by social/group interactions.  

 
The individual/psychological approach, on the other hand, focused on the 

individualistic dynamics that structure the remembrance of which Halbwachs speaks. This 
approach took the “group” as a psychological unit.24 According to Frederic Bartlett, our 
ways of remembering are conditioned by the ways we make present narratives meaningful. 
Remembering is a “high-level process”25 and what we remember of the past is what is 
relevant to our current schemata26 that we construct through repetition; what defines the 
things we recall are “an organism’s way of keeping up an attitude towards the environment 
which it finds or feels to be adequate or satisfactory”27, thus making remembering a matter 
of construction, rather than “mere reproduction.”28  

 
My reading of the two stories from Afghanistan and Turkey provided in the 

introductory section of this paper are informed by both Halbwachs’ and Bartlett’s 
approaches to collective memory. Nevertheless, there are elements that the social 
functionalist and individual/psychology oriented approaches leave out, which are taken up 
by more contemporary practitioners of social memory, such as Pierre Nora and Paul 
Connerton. In order to explain the ways we remember, and make our memories meaningful 
in narrative format, Connerton points to the role of rituals and commemoration. Adding a 
performative dimension to memory, Connerton argues that memory is constructed 
through lived, bodily experiences, “bodily automatisms,” such as shared commemorative 
ceremonies and events, as well as other social practices, habits and gestures. “Images of the 
past and recollection of the past” proposes Connerton, “are conveyed and sustained by 
(more or less ritual) performances.”29  

 
Pierre Nora, on the other hand, points to the ways our recollection of the past are 

symbolized in sites of (national) recollection and heritage today. Accordingly, what we live 
is not the memory of the past but what remains of it; and what remains of it are the 
fragments that are attached to sites.30 Nora further argues what we are left with are “sites 
of memory”31 which can be found in the form of spatial entities (a mausoleum for example, 
or a museum), as well as commemorative events or historical figures (war generals, leaders, 
etc.) 
 
Encounters with the Ghosts 

 
Let me now qualify my arguments in light of these more contemporary theories on 

social memory and forms of remembering. The dominant narrative of the First World War 
among Turks today is one of ambiguity that symbolizes both destruction and subsequent 

                                                
23 Maurice Halbwachs, The Collective Memory (New York: Harper and Row, 1980). 
24 Frederic C. Bartlett, Remembering: A Study in Experimental and Social Psychology (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1932), 299. 
25 Ibid, 189. 
26 Schemata, according to Bartlett’s paraphrasing of Head, is an “appetite, instinct, interests and ideals that 
are chronologically transmitted.” Ibid, 210. 
27 Ibid, 203. 
28 Ibid, 205. 
29 Paul Connerton, How Societies Remember (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989), 4. 
30 Pierre Nora, “Between Memory and History: Les Lieux De Mémoire,” Representations 26 (1989), 22. 
31 Ibid, 7. 
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resurrection, and embodies feelings of despair and hope. The Turks, similar to the myth of 
the Phoenix, were born from their ashes; the collapse of the Ottoman Empire is therefore 
simultaneously remembered with the foundation of a new Republic. However, this 
transformation has also necessitated many sacrifices to be made, ending in a great number 
of civilian deaths. Within this narrative, the death toll on the Armenian side, which is 
another contested issue in the collective memory of Turks and Armenians, is seen as 
collateral, and countered with numbers of Turkish casualties. This rhetoric, which 
continues to prevail uncontested to date, legitimizes the terrors of the past committed by 
the founding fathers of the new Republic. Up until very recently, very few have dared to 
ask the question: What happened to the minorities living in Anatolia; where have they 
gone? What happened to all the different dialects and languages spoken in Anatolia; how 
did they vanish? In the last couple of years, similar to Buddha Collapsed Out of Shame, 
Turkish films directed by young and critical directors as well as books written and music 
composed have started to focus on these issues, offering alternative narratives and 
approaches to the discussions on collective memory. These new channels of visual imagery 
not only help to contest the dominant narrative but also help to unveil issues forgotten in 
the sands of time.  

 
However, another way to approach the issue is by asking the following question: 

Were the massacres of the First World War ever forgotten? It seems to be taking the easy 
way out to argue that any community is prone to being or becoming socially amnesiac. 
What needs to be explicated, however, are the conditions that implement a regime of 
forgetfulness, or, as a Turkish academic working on narratives of religious minorities in 
Turkey calls it, “remembering to forget.”32 This is a repetitive process that is instilled in 
the consciousness of a collectivity through commemorations and bodily experiences that 
Connerton proposes. And it is found embodied in “sites of memory” as noted by Pierre 
Nora. It is also a process that draws the boundaries of subjectivity: what sorts of narratives 
get to be remembered, and what others are to be forgotten are learned pedagogically and 
performatively in various settings ranging from classrooms to commemorative 
celebrations.  

 
Therefore, we have to question the applicability of “amnesia” to Turkey and look 

for alternative “sites,” such as the Statue of Humanity, that force people to face their 
ghosts. Alexander Etkind in  “Post-Soviet Hauntology” challenges the very notion of 
“amnesia” by transforming dead into undead and bringing terrorized memories of the past 
to the present. Based on statistical information obtained from sociological polls, Etkind 
states that Russians do remember the Soviet terror, though in varying interpretations. In 
his explanation of the ways remembrance of the past takes place, Etkind offer us a three-
fold categorization consisting of “monuments (hardware), texts (software), and specters 
(ghostware).” Specifically focusing on the last component, which he sees as a “vehicle of 
memory” complementary to (and interconnected with) the first two,33 Etkind explains how 
Russians today are learning to communicate, “mingle” and live with the ghosts of the 
past.34 Similar to the attempts by Turkish intellectuals to open new and alternative 
channels of dialogue involving the past, Etkind argues that “in a land where millions 

                                                
32 Leyla Neyzi, “Remembering to Forget: Sabbateanism, National Identity, and Subjectivity in Turkey,” 
Comparative Studies in Society and History 44 (2002): 137–158. 
33 Alexander Etkind, “Post-Soviet Hauntology: Cultural Memory of the Soviet Terror,” Constellations: An 
International Journal of Critical and Democratic Theory 16 (2009): 195. 
34 Ibid, 198. 
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remain buried, the dead return as undead. They do so in novels, films, and other forms of 
culture which reflect, shape and possess people’s memory.”35  

 
Following Etkind’s line of thought, one could argue that the construction of the 

Statue of Humanity created the “hauntological” effect where the survivors of the massacres 
of 1915, that is, the “specters” haunting consciousness (as well as conscientiousness) of 
many Turks in the present, have been set free in order to face the living. Parallels can also 
be drawn between the two examples Etkind offers: the Solovetsky Stone and the Bronze 
Soldier Statue, and the Statue of Humanity. “The real and practical events that happen to 
monuments, such as their removal, destruction, vandalism, or renaming, also provoke 
strong responses in the observers” argues Etkind.36 The vandalism and removal of the 
Solovetsky Stone, or the Bronze Soldier Statue in Lubyanskaya Square led to civil 
responses and brought about the competition of different actors over cultural memory. The 
construction, and more so the demolition of the Statue of Humanity, established the same 
dialogical environment over the construction and control of memory. When the decision to 
demolish the Statue of Humanity was made, people started to talk and as they did, they not 
only shed light on Turkey’s present, but also its past. The statue, returning back to where 
we began, “challenged the entire national genealogy.”37 

 
 The negotiations between the Prime Minister and the anti-demolition coalition 

have shown the limits to what can be recollected and tolerated. There were, in other 
words, things that could be remembered and things that needed to be kept forgotten.  

 
Despite the growing literature and film archive (soft memory) on Turkey facing its 

past, much still remains to be debated. And more importantly, many actors either continue 
to remain completely silent (and indifferent) or are overly provocative in their ways of 
participating in this discussion, hence rendering any sort of dialogue impractical. Similar to 
the destruction of the Buddhas of Bamiyan, the destruction of Statue of Humanity tells us 
something about the Turkish social fabric today. It drives us to survey the genealogy of 
Turkey and explore the context, that is, a set of institutions and symbolic processes 
through which “worlds of meaning” are “signified” and “reordered.”38 And such an 
endeavor impels us to think how widely accepted and state-sponsored nationalist and 
conservative narratives on “Turkishness” and Turkish history continue to dominate 
Turkish society and social memory. The construction and more so the destruction of the 
Statue of Humanity has set the ghosts free and brought them into the public scene. The 
decision that awaits the government and society now is whether to listen to the stories that 
they tell or find new ways to silence and govern. And this decision will serve as a litmus 
test for not only the Turks’ ambition for democratization or liberalization, but also their 
conscience and humanity. 

 

                                                
35 Ibid, 182. 
36 Ibid, 195. 
37 Verdery, The Political Lives of Dead Bodies, 41. 
38 Ibid, 24, 34–35. 
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The first piece of the statue taken down. 
 

Source: “Controversial Statue Undergoing Demolition,” Today’s Zaman, April 27, 2011, 
http://www.todayszaman.com/news-242151-controversial-statue--undergoing-
demolition.html. 
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