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 Since the beginning of 2015, members of ISIS have destroyed the statue of the Lion of 

Al-lāt in the ancient city of Palmyra, Syria, bulldozed the ancient cities of Hatra and Nimrud, 

Iraq as well as destroying parts of the Nineveh Wall, also in Iraq. The remainder of Palmyra 

remains intact, but ISIS members of have planted landmines throughout the city, causing 

experts to fear they plan to destroy the site entirely. Why does this matter? Why should we 

protect places on the other side of the world? 

When I was a child, my family took the same vacation every year. Each summer we rented a 

small cottage on a sandy beach on a lake in northern Michigan. My grandparents, aunt, 

uncle, and cousins would rent adjacent cottages, and we would spend two weeks swimming, 

fishing, and battling mosquitos. While we were there, we would tell stories about events of 

previous years: fish that were caught or got away, the time my cousin was so sunburned he 

had to stay in bed for nearly a week, or the time my father’s glasses fell into the lake while he 

was fishing. Younger family members, who might not even remember these events, could tell 

the same stories as though they had been a part of them. 

 When I was an adult, I visited our family vacation spot. The small cottages were gone, 

replaced by larger houses crowded together, some without even a view of the lake. Concrete, 

installed along the lakeshore to prevent erosion, replaced the sandy beach. Instead of 

swimmers and fisherman on the lake, I saw nothing but speedboats, water skiers, and jet skis.  

While I generally embrace change, these changes were oddly disorienting, and I was 

somehow angry people so drastically changed something about which I had such significant 

memories. 

 You might have had a similar experience. Visiting a childhood home and feeling a 

sense of violation because the current owners allowed the paint to peel and the landscaping 

to go to ruin. Or learning the house your parents lived in before you were born, one you 

know only from stories and photographs, has been demolished. Why should we feel this way 

about places from our past, or from our families past? The answer has to do with the way 

people remember and the role that memory, both personal memory and the collective 

memory of groups you belong to, plays in your personal identity. 
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Most people have very few memories from before they were four or five years old.  

You might be able to recall certain images, such as faces of family members, or rooms from 

the home you lived in. However, these are just images, and the things you know about these 

images come from information provided by others. This is because much of human memory 

is verbal. As you developed language skills, you were able 

to tell yourself stories about your memories, and over time, 

these stories form the bulk of your memory. As you grew, 

you might have filled in your own memory with stories others 

told you about these events.  

 Your personal identity is formed by stories about your 

past, and these stories are rooted in places. When visiting 

your childhood home, you may have flashes of memories. If 

these memories begin as images, your mind fills them in with 

narratives about events that occurred there. But what about 

that home your parents lived in before you were born? That place you know only from stories, 

but the stories are no less important to your identity because they are stories about your 

family. A family’s collective identity is defined by the stories its members tell about it in the 

same way your personal identity is defined by your own stories.  

 The family is the most basic level of community. And just like the family, the collective 

identity of larger communities is formed by the stories it tells about itself, and these stories are 

also rooted in places. Whether you have lived in the same town your entire life, or you live 

someplace where you are not a native, you share stories about your community’s past with 

your neighbors. If you are a history buff, you may know about the early settlers and may visit 

the historic homes or neighborhoods of the people who built the community. Or you may be 

a fan of the local sports team and share stories of the team’s past glories, many of which 

probably happened before you lived in the area, but in a stadium that you can visit. These 

shared stories, rooted in places, are part of how we form communities. 

 On a national scale, consider someplace like the Statue of Liberty. Thousands of 

American families have stories of ancestors emigrating through New York, and the Statue of 

Liberty serves as a tangible symbol of that journey as immigrants sailed past it on their way to 
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Ellis Island. Many more American families have no history of emigrating this way, and yet 

these immigration stories are part of our national narrative. Stories like the first Thanksgiving 

and places where important events occurred, Independence Hall in Philadelphia or the 

Alamo, are a part of our collective identity as Americans. 

 Just as these places are vital to our national narrative, there are places important to 

our narrative as the human community - the Great Wall of China, the Sistine Chapel, 

Olduvai Gorge, and the Pyramids of Giza. And just because you do not know of a place, 

these places are no less important. You may not have heard of 

Nimrud before ISIS destroyed it, but it was the seat of the 

Assyrian Empire more than 3,000 years ago, and one of the 

cradles of civilization. Ninevah was the largest city in the world 

2,700 years ago, and Hatra was a major city and 

cosmopolitan center of culture from the second century B.C. 

up until about 240 A.D. The city of Palmyra, which is currently 

under threat, entered the historical record more than 4,000 

years ago, and continued as a functioning city until the early 

20th century, a span of 6,000 years. These places are vital to 

the story of the human race, and therefore to our collective identity as humans.  These are 

places where wheat was first grown, cattle were first domesticated, bread was first baked in 

ovens, and beer was first brewed.  

You can no longer visit Nimrud or Hatra and walk in the places where the first 

farmers, cattle-herders, brewers, and bakers walked. You can still read the stories about these 

places, the stories of our history as human beings, but you cannot visit the places in which 

they are rooted. These are the childhood homes of the human race, and all of humanity is 

impoverished for their loss. 

If you have never visited an important place from your past that has been changed or 

destroyed, I encourage you to do so. Visit a childhood home or vacation spot that is no 

longer there. Visit a favorite hangout from high school or college that has been demolished. 

Reflect on what the loss of that place means to you and how different it is from being able to 

visit the places important to you that are still there.  
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