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Abstract. This text examines how religious symbol-buildings shape identity formation among non-
affiliated groups. Adopting a constructivist understanding of identity and Ortners key symbols frame-
work, the study compares two case studies, the 2009 Swiss minaret ban and the 2001 Taliban destruction
of the Bamiyan Buddhas, to highlight different identity-forming processes. Though qualitative thematic
analysis of contemporary media, public statements, and political documents, the analysis shows how
religious symbol-buildings are used to create othering, us-them dichotomies, performative iconoclasm,
and are used in global heritage discourses.

Introductory comment, 2026:

When this thesis was written, identity was the focus. However, the nexus for the comparison
was objects: the minarets in Switzerland and monumental Buddha statues in the Bamiyan
valley. This thesis has been translated to English, and some parts of introduction and methods
have been cut for the sake of brevity. This thesis showcases how people ascribe meaning,
and how objects encompass more than their material components. The objects become the
grounds of which identity is played out. The objects are encompassing symbols, properties
and meanings, beyond their original intent and even in their absence. While the focus of the
thesis is on identity, the processes could not exist, in this instance, without the objects.

Introduction

Identity is a central part of our self-understanding, and everyone occupies a kaleidoscope of
social, religious, and ethnic identities. Identities are important tools through which we under-
stand ourselves, our relationships with others, and our own existence. It is thus important for
religious studies to understand the role religion plays in the construction of identities.

In this paper, I will seek to understand how religious symbol-buildings may contribute to
identity creation among those who do not share that religion, non-affiliated groups. To this
end, I perform a comparative analysis of two cases where religious symbol-buildings function
as a trigger for identity construction: the ban on erecting minarets in Switzerland in 2009 and
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the destruction of the Bamiyan Buddhas by the Taliban in Afghanistan, 2001.

Identity & Religious Identity

The constructivist perspective understands identity as a product of dynamic social construc-
tions and conventions (Touna, 2017, p.15). Identity is therefore prescribed or attributed,
though identity may still be experienced as inherent to an individual. The constructivist per-
spective holds that the attribution of identity is the result of a multitude of processes within
frameworks, which may be geographical, cultural, social, political, and religious. This perspec-
tive has been criticised for being essentialist and promoting a static understanding of identity
by over-emphasising such processes (Touna, 2017, pp.16-20).

In this paper, I will focus on group identity rather than individual identity. In their article
Identity (2016), Ulrikke Popp-Baier describes group identity as an us identity. The construc-
tion of group identities is central in creating distinct groups, creating an us and them. Themes
that have been explored in connection to group identities have been differences and similarities
compared between groups, self-categorisation, and stereotypes.

Religious identity is often self-identified. In their article What is Religious Identity (2024),
Bozolenos et al. define religious identity based on self-identification:

[. .. ] religious identity is defined as how a person or group of persons think of them-
selves as belonging to and representing the values of a particular religion and/or
religious sect.

(Bozolenos et al., 2024)

David M. Bell criticises this way of defining religious identity in his article Religious Identity
(2010). Bell claims that it is an imprecise tool to use in analysis and that it does not provide
insight into how identity is constructed or how it functions. Bell proposes a psychosocial
model to define identity, where identity is based on the cultural resources of a psychosocial
individual, which are relative and continually changing (Bell, 2010, p.776). Bell thus views
religious identity as a fluid construct that uses different religious impulses at different times.
He further explains that even though an individual or group may not employ large parts of
religious beliefs or practices, they may still orient themselves by their religious identity. In
this paper, I will employ Bells dynamic definition of religious identity.

Theoretical Framework

In her article On Key Symbols (1973), Sherry B. Ortner presents a taxonomy of key symbols
and what symbols are found in cultural systems. Her taxonomy is based on ideal-types and
acts as an analytical tool to understand symbols meaning and function (Ortner, 1973, p.1339).
Ortner claims that key symbols often encompass a culture systems most important ideas,
patterns, and values. Key symbols also put actors and actions within one meaning-system,
which provides a framework for understanding and interpreting behaviour.

Ortner divides key symbols into two ideal types: summarising symbols and elaborating symbols
(Ortner, 1973, pp.1338-1339). Summarising symbols represent and condense the meaning-
system and values of a cultural system. They can provoke emotional responses and appeal to
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a sense of community. The Norwegian flag is an example of a summarising symbol (Ortner,
1974, pp.1339-1340).

Elaborating symbols are tools used to navigate complex beliefs and experiences (Ortner, 1973,
p.1340). Elaborating symbols are divided into two categories: root metaphors and key scenar-
ios. Root metaphors are fundamental metaphors that shape how we conceptualise abstract
concepts. The root in root metaphor is itself a root metaphor, a plant-metaphor which con-
ceptualises the abstract concept of key symbols (Ortner, 1973, p.1340). Key scenarios are
narratives, rituals, or other cultural strategies that dramatise the cultural systems core val-
ues. Examples of key scenarios are the rags-to-riches narrative in American culture, or the
narrative of Pride Month (Ortner, 1973, p.1341).

Key symbols consolidate and represent a cultures core values and can thus construct identity
and be an identity marker. They form how we understand and evaluate ourselves, others, ac-
tions, behaviour, belonging, and group identity through the narratives, rituals and metaphors
the symbols represent. As key symbols are derived from core values and beliefs, the identity
they construct can be deeply personal. This positioning of individuals or groups in connection
to key symbols can be central for how identities are constructed and negotiated.

Another important aspect of symbols is that, in most instances, their widely accepted meaning
is derived from how the majority interpret them. This also means that their meaning and
interpretation may be changed. An example of this is the swastika. In Europe, the swastika
has been used as a suncross but is today most associated with Nazism. In countries where
Hinduism and Buddhism are in the majority, the swastika is commonly a symbol of luck. Even
though it is the same symbol, its meaning has changed in different cultural contexts.

Perspective and Method

To explore the interaction between identity and religious symbol-buildings, I used a thematic
analysis of my primary data. I have used inductive coding and analysis, alongside some
deductive coding.

Procedure and Sources

Primary sources, journalistic articles, interviews, and political appeals, were collected for each
of the case studies. Primary sources that were written and distributed in the same year as
the incident of the case studies were prioritized, and ten sources were selected to give a broad
spectrum of opinions and themes.

The primary sources were mostly in English, with some in German and Arabic. German
sources were translated into English using the translation software Lingvanex, while Arabic
sources were translated using Microsoft Edge. Primary and secondary sources in English were
used to correct mistakes and give more context to the translated sources.
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Choice of Case Studies

Case studies were chosen according to several criteria. Firstly, both cases should have religious
symbol buildings as a focus. Secondly, both cases should be extreme, where a non-affiliated
group used religious symbol-buildings to define themselves. The study is restricted to two
cases and limited to identity creation and religious symbol-buildings, as larger comparisons
and context are beyond the mandate of this analysis.

2009 Swiss Minaret Referendum

Pictures here, but I have to attain consent first.

On the 20th of November 2009, in Switzerland, there was a referendum where the citizens could
vote on a ban on building minarets. This was an initiative fronted by the Swiss Peoples Party
(SVP/UDC), the Egerkinger committee and other political groups (Foulkes, 2009; Miller,
2009; Swissinfo, 2009). The referendum won with a majority of 57,7% with a relatively high
attendance (53%) (Swissinfo, 2009). The initiative was successful across a broad political
spectrum (Traynor, 2009). The result came as a surprise to the then-ruling government and
public agencies, as the polls had predicted a loss (Trayner, 2009; CummingBruce & Erlanger,
2009). The government condoned the initiative but respected the result of the referendum.
As it was a binding initiative, the ban would be in effect immediately (Miller, 2009). The
Minister of Justice, Eveline Widmer-Schlumpf, emphasised that even though the ban would
be effective immediately, it should not affect already built minarets. Additionally, the freedom
of religion and religious practice of people in Switzerland should not be affected (Swissinfo,
2009; ABC News, 2009).

Europe

The popular initiative in Switzerland needs to be set both in its national and European
context. In his article A country without minarets: analysis of the background and meaning
of the Swiss vote of 29 November 2009 (2011), Jean-Francois Mayer claims that after the fall
of the Soviet Union, and especially after the terror attack known as 9/11 in USA, a new and
critical discourse around Islam in Europe has developed (Mayer, 2011, p.11).

A discussion concerning the integration of immigrants has taken place as well. In this in-
tegration discourse, an expectancy has grown that Muslim immigrants assimilate into their
new culture and country. The same expectancy cannot be said to be equivalent regarding
non-Muslim immigrants (Mayer, 2011, p.13).

José Casanova in his article Immigration and the New Religious Pluralism: A European
Union/United States Comparison (2007) identified several similarities in how Europe reacts to
Islam (Casanova, 2007, p.61). Like Mayer, Casanova claims that there is a strong identification
between Islam and immigration, which contributes to the perceived difference between Muslims
and the European country. Casanova claims that this will have consequences for integration,
housing, and accommodation (Casanova, 2007, p.62)., Casanova identifies a decline in public
religion in Europe.

Casanova also notes that European countries and individuals view themselves from a secular
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paradigm, alongside claiming a Christian identity (Casanova, 2007, p.63). These aspects
combined seem to explain why people in Europe react strongly to Islamic religious symbols in
public, such as minarets and hijabs. This experienced threat is also perceived as a problem
across a broad political spectrum (Casanova, 2007, p.64).

Similar cases are discussed in Alessio Minicozzis article How Populists Use Religion(s). A
Comparative Study on Italy and France (2023). In this study, Minicozzi investigates how
different populist parties in Europe use identities connected to Christianity and Islam to create
differences. In this case, Christianity is presented as us (Europe/the European countries) and
Islam is seen as the others. A recurring theme is that Islam is seen as a threat to the countrys
traditions and cultural heritage to such a degree that Minicozzi views it as a kind of Christian
secularity and Islamophobic populism (Minicozzi, 2021, pp.380-388).

Key symbols: minaret, identity, and Switzerland

I would classify a minaret as an elaborating symbol and a key scenario. This is because
minarets are often associated with the call to prayer. The minaret can be interpreted as a
symbol that dramatises or represents a narrative of a cultures core values. Prayer is central
in Islam, as it constitutes one of the Five Pillars, requiring believers to pray five times a day.
The minarets that were planned to be built in Switzerland were symbolic minarets (Mayer,
2011, p.14 & p.17). These minarets would not have a muezzin (a person calling to prayer) but
would function as a religious symbol to distinguish the building as a mosque to the public.
Mayer speculates in his article that the reasoning given to build symbolic minarets could be
based either on nostalgia or the wish to distinguish the often-neutral buildings that mosques
inhabit in Switzerland (Mayer, 2011, p.19). In this context, the minaret can be interpreted
as a summarising symbol, encompassing Islam and can work as an identity marker in public
space.

SVP/UDC and the Egerkinger committee created new associations and interpretations of
the symbol minaret. They fronted the symbolic minarets as a summarising symbol of how
they view Islam. SVP/UDC and the Egerkinger committee view Islam as old-fashioned,
fundamentalistic and medieval; it stands in opposition to Switzerland and Europes enlightened,
secular, and individualistic culture (Ja zum Minarett-verbot, n.d.). They also presented the
minaret as a symbol of power, a sign that Islam wants to islamify Switzerland (Egerkinger
Komitee, n.d.). Islam in the public space is viewed as a threat, and the minaret symbolises
the destruction of everything Switzerland stands for. Minarets, or other visible signs of Islam,
are therefore a sign of the refusal of integration. Because they argue that the minaret is a
symbol of power, SVP/UDC and the Egerkinger committee also argue that the minaret is
a symbol without any religious character, essence, or association. Therefore, a ban against
building minarets does not go against the right to religious freedom and religious expression
(Ja zum Minarett-verbot, n.d.).

Another aspect of SVP/UDC and the Egerkinger committees argumentation is their argument
that the approval and permission of minarets and other visible symbols of Islam in public will
lead to the disappearance or removal of Christian values, habits, and symbols in public space.
This, they argue, is partly due to people not living by or protecting Christian values and ideals
(Egerkinger Komitee, n.d.). This sentiment is reminiscent of what David M. Bell mentioned
in his article Religious Identity. Religious identity is often used as an identity mark longer
than the faith and practice of the religion. This resonates with Casanovas analysis of Europe
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as discussed earlier.

The Destruction of the Bamiyan Buddhas

On the 26th of February 2001, the Supreme Court and the Supreme Council in the group
The Taliban, who ruled Afghanistan, and Afghanistans ulema announced a fatwa, where they
spoke for the destruction of non-Islamic statues and objects.

The leader of the Taliban, Mullah Mohammad, thus sent out an order through the Talibans
radio channel, Voice of Sharia, to destroy non-Islamic objects throughout Afghanistan. This
included the Buddha statues in the Bamiyan Valley (Saeedi, 2005; Shafaei, 2021; Ruttig,
2011a).

Journalists had already reported rumours that the Taliban had destroyed statues in the Na-
tional Museum in Kabul in secret before the order was sent. The Taliban denied these reports
in addition to denying journalists and diplomats access to the museum. The international
community became concerned that the Taliban would destroy the Bamiyan-Buddhas (Clark
& Ruttig, 2015).

After the order was announced, many representatives and diplomats were sent to the Talibans
embassy in Islamabad, Pakistan. Representatives from China, Japan, and Sri Lanka worked
hard to stop the destruction of the Bamiyan Buddhas. There were demonstrations outside
the embassy, UNESCO sent 36 letters of protest, and several museums, international and
religious organisations were vocal against the destruction (Shafaei, 2021; Saeedi, 2005; The
United Nations, 2001, 9th of March).

On the 1st of May 2001, Kofi Annan, the Secretary-General of the United Nations (UN),
sent his personal representative to Kabul to stop this destruction, but received no promises.
Kofi Annan also sent a representative to Kandahar, and an appeal to the Organisation of the
Islamic Conference to try to get help to persuade the Taliban to leave the pre-Islamic objects
alone (Clark & Ruttig, 2015; Falser, 2009, p.160).

The destruction of pre-Islamic objects started on the 9 th of March 2001, and on the 11th
of March, the Taliban began to destroy the Bamiyan Buddhas (Saeedi, 2005; Shafaei, 2021;
Azadiradio, 2021; Falser, 2009, p.158). It has been reported that foreign authorities helped
the Taliban, and Pakistan is mentioned as one of these. Artefacts around the Buddha statues
were looted and sold on the black market (ODonnell, 2022).

There was a period where the international community did not know whether the statues had
been destroyed, as the Taliban and journalists gave conflicting accounts (Falser, 2009, p.160).
This period ended when Al Jazeera was given permission to film the statues on the 19th of
March 2001, when their destruction was affirmed (Ruttig, 2011a; Clark & Ruttig, 2015). The
broadcasting from Al Jazeera and the picture of the destroyed Bamiyan Buddhas went viral
(Falser, 2009, pp.160-161).

Context for the destruction

The destruction of pre-Islamic objects had been up for discussion before 2001. In 1997,
Bamiyan had become a centre for resistance against the Taliban. It is claimed that Mulla
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Abdul Wahid, a commander in the Taliban, said he was going to destroy the Bamiyan Bud-
dhas if he took over Bamiyan (Shafaei, 2021), but in 1998, Mullah Mohammad Omar stopped
the commander from destroying them (Clark & Ruttig, 2015). In 1999, Omar proposed an
injunction to protect Afghanistans cultural heritage, including objects and history from pre-
Islamic times. Even though Omar had called for the protection of the cultural heritage, locals
from the Taliban tried to fiddle with the Bamiyan Buddhas in 2000, which resulted in parts
of the face of the largest statue turning black (Ruttig, 2011b).

Except for this instance, there was a decline in illegal excavation and trade of antiquities after
the injunction, and the National Museum in Kabul was opened to the public (Falser, 2009,
p.159). It is claimed that the destruction of non-Islamic objects gained momentum again
when some leaders in the Taliban visited the National Museum and discussed whether it was
permissible to keep such statues or not (Saeedi, 2005). No matter the origin, the question of
the permissibility of pre/nonlslamic artefacts and statues was sent to the Supreme Court and
Afghanistans ulema in 2001, where they spoke in favour of destruction (Shafaei, 2021).

Justification

The final justification for the destruction of the Bamiyan Buddhas is uncertain, as several
reasons have been put forward by a diverse set of groups and the Taliban (Azadiradio, 2021).
The religious argument against pre/non-Islamic objects was most likely the trigger for the
destruction. The argument was that pre/non-Islamic statues or the depiction of humans and
animals was against Shariah, as they could be examples of idolatry (Saeedi, 2005). The decision
to destroy these objects was divisive, as others, both internally and externally of The Taliban
and the ulema, argued that these objects were part of the historical picture of Afghanistan,
and were not worshipped (Saeedi, 2005; Shafaei, 2021; Voice of America English News, 2009).
Parallel to this discussion was the argument that the knowledge of and attachment to the
objects, internationally and nationally, was akin to worship and therefore not permissible
(Shafaei, 2021).

In his piece The Bamiyan Buddhas, performative iconoclasm and the Image of Heritage from
the ICOMOS conference in Italy 2009, Michael Falser argues that the destruction of the
Bamiyan Buddhas was one of the first big live iconoclasms against both the physical and
mental picture of the Bamiyan Buddhas in modern internet-times (Falser, 2009, p.158). Falser
says that this iconoclasm was an aggressive action against the international world, where the
Taliban took a stance against the Western understanding of cultural heritage and preservation
of history and heritage. This was an act against the concepts and value-structures connected
to the Bamiyan Buddhas (Falser, 2009, p.161).

A tangential argument is that the Taliban claimed that the world cared more about rocks than
the starving people of Afghanistan. This was derived from the fact that several museums and
organisations offered to buy the statues. This was then one of several reasons they gave for
destroying the Bamiyan Buddhas (Ruttig, 2011a; Ruttig, 2011b; Rediff, 2004).

Another reason for the destruction of the Bamiyan Buddhas was that it would be a strike
back against the UNs sanctions; an attack against the countries that had isolated the Taliban
(Saeedi, 2005; Shafaei, 2021). Falser states that the motivation to protect the pre- and nonls-
lamic historical objects was to potentially get political recognition from the Taliban and the
international community. In the year 2000, however, when it was suspected that the Taliban
hid Osama bin Laden, harsher sanctions were enforced against the Taliban. Thus, there was

RELIGION OF TANKAR (R&T) — EIT RELIGIONSVITSKAPELEG TIDSSKRIFT




THE USE OF RELIGIOUS SYMBOL-BUILDINGS IN IDENTITY CREATION IN
68 SWITZERLAND AND AFGHANISTAN

no motivation to protect and maintain the objects nor a relationship to the outside world
(Falser, 2009, p.159; Clark & Ruttig, 2015).

One last potential reason is that the Taliban wished to hurt the Hazara people in Bamiyan
economically. The Hazara resisted against the Taliban, and the Bamiyan Buddhas had func-
tioned as a tourist-attraction they benefitted from (Azadiradio, 2021; Voice of America English
News, 2009).

Key symbols: Bamiyan Buddhas, Identity and The
Taliban

The Bamiyan Buddhas can be interpreted as a summarising and elaborating symbol. In this
context, I argue that the statues are an elaborating symbol of cultural heritage and cultural
destruction.

The Bamiyan Buddhas were symbols of cultural heritage at both a global and local level.
The statues were built around 300 and 700 CE, in a Graeco-Roman style blended with local
impulses, which functioned as a representation of a specific area called Ghandara. Ghan-
dara incorporated Indian, Hellenic, Roman, and Islamic impulses (Falser, 2009, pp.167- 168;
Shafaei, 2021). Bamiyan developed in the intersection of Europe and Asia and was a pit-
stop along the Silk Road. Bamiyan was a nexus of science, art, and culture (Falser, 2009,
pp.167-168; Azadiradio, 2021). UNESCO called the statues a priceless example of this period,
as well as a part of humankinds history, and Buddhists view the valley as part of their history
(The United Nations, 2001, 9th of March).

The statues were an identity marker for the locals in Bamiyan. The statues are called Salsal
and Shahmama and have associated myths and folktales. The statues have been part of the
identity of the Hazara living in Bamiyan, affecting the landscape and community. The fact
that the statues have been destroyed has been interpreted by some Hazara as an attack against
them and their cultural heritage (ODonnell, 2022). The Bamiyan Buddhas can thus be viewed
as a symbol of cultural heritage globally and locally in Afghanistan.

The statues can also be seen as symbols of cultural destruction. Michael Falser calls the
destruction of the Bamiyan Buddhas a live and viral iconoclasm, where the attack was di-
rected against the Western concept of cultural heritage (Falser, 2009, pp.161-162). The role
the media and internet played, and the different reactions to the destruction, like UNESCO
calling it a cultural massacre (Azadiradio, 2021), contribute to the Bamiyan Buddhas being
interpreted as an elaborating symbol of cultural destruction. The holes in the mountain where
the statues stood have been referred to as scars on the landscape and a constant reminder of
their destruction (ODonnell, 2022; Voice of America English News, 2009).

Discussion

International reaction:

Both the ban on the minarets and the destruction of the Bamiyan Buddhas received interna-
tional attention and resulted in many journalistic articles, statements from organisations and
authorities such as Amnesty and the UN, and reactions from several countries.
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Switzerland (the referendum) was criticised, and it was claimed to undermine human rights
regarding religious freedom. A discourse grew in Europe, where one discussed where the line
should be drawn between each countrys autonomy and international agreements. And if in-
ternational agreements (such as human rights) should triumph over democratic institutions
(Mayer, 2011, p.15 & pp.25-26). Except for the immediate international reaction and discus-
sion, there were no significant repercussions for Switzerland, which Dina Wyler (2017) further
discusses. Instead, the view of Islam as the other, and as a threat, has rather increased.
Not only in Switzerland, but in Europe as well (Casanova, 2007, pp.61-66; Minicozzi, 2023,
pp.381-383).

The international community followed the events leading up to, during, and after the destruc-
tion of the Bamiyan Buddhas. Such attention was not given to the ban against minarets, as
the attention was a backlash after the referendum had taken place, instead of a day-by-day
observation. Even though it was claimed that the referendum infringed on human rights,
the language and descriptions in the case of the Bamiyan Buddhas were more emotive and
harsher. UNESCO used terms such as cultural massacre, and others used expressions such as
fundamentalistic, barbaric, and vandalism. Appeals to return to a true expression or form of
Islam were also made by the international community.

Such language was not used by the international community towards Switzerland or the ref-
erendum. Rather, they appealed to the perceived tolerant tradition in Switzerland and said
that this act was ignoble and unworthy.

A possible explanation as to why the reaction to the Taliban was stronger is that the Taliban
destroyed religious symbols-buildings, whereas Switzerland stopped the building of new reli-
gious symbol-buildings. In this sense, the Talibans act is visible to the world by the scar that
it left behind, whereas Switzerlands act is only on paper in the law.

The Role of the Public:

The public played a central but distinct role in both cases. In Switzerland, it is the visible
Islamic presence that was problematised by SVP/UDC and the Egerkinger committee. A
minaret is a religious symbol-building, and buildings play a special role in public as they are
visible and defining for the landscape. SVP/UDC and the Egerkinger committee claimed that
the public presence of minarets was a threat to Switzerland and Europes culture and values,
and argued that minarets should not exist in the public space.

It can be speculated that the publicness of the minarets could have an extra effect in Europe,
due to the decline in public religion. SVP/UDC and the Egerkinger committee could be
playing into the new cultural norm of secular self-understanding, the idea that religion should
be private, and that religion is not modern, as mentioned by Casanova.

The internet played a special role in the Talibans public aspect, as videos and pictures of
the destruction went viral. This can be due to the international spotlight that was directed
towards the Taliban, in addition to the suspense connected to the obfuscation of the Bamiyan
Buddhas condition. The destruction can be interpreted as a reaction against sanctions enacted
against the Taliban and as an act to distance themselves from the West. As mentioned earlier,
another aspect of the publicness is that the statues were visible. Their destruction left a mark,
which is a constant reminder, both for visitors and for the people living in Bamiyan. It is not
an action that can go away.
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Two Extremes: To Define Oneself

A similarity between the two case studies is how different agents try to define themselves. They
do this by creating two opposites, us and them, which is common in identity creation. Through
rejecting minorities and establishing Switzerland as inherently nonMuslim, SVP/UDC and the
Egerkinger committee define Swiss/European identity. The minaret becomes a tool for the
creation of Swiss identity. Additionally, they use minarets as a symbol of what they think
Islam is, and mark being Swiss and Muslim as incompatible. Swiss identity is also identified
with a European identity, which is supposed to be incompatible with a Muslim identity. These
types of opposites and othering are demonstrated through the minaret and therefore cannot
be allowed to be part of the Swiss public space.

That a Swiss/European identity and a Muslim identity are incompatible is not self-evident,
but something the SVP/UDC and the Egerkinger committee are trying to make natural. This
naturalising of the key symbol minaret can create a collective negative emotional response
to minarets, alongside a sense of fellowship against the minaret, which then contributes to
strengthening the Swiss national identity.

Even though the Bamiyan Buddhas are Buddhist, it is not Buddhism that the Taliban neces-
sarily puts itself in opposition to. It is rather the West or the international community that
they hold a grudge against due to sanctions and a lack of international recognition. There
was much more interaction between the Taliban and the international community than there
was between SVP/UDC and the Egerkinger committee and the international community. The
Taliban destroyed the Bamiyan Buddhas and criticized the responses and attitude of the inter-
national community, which in turn sent representatives, diplomats, and statements labelling
the Taliban as barbarians. The delineation painted between the Taliban and the international
community was more interactive than the delineation between Swiss and Muslim in the ban
against minarets. The Bamiyan Buddhas, therefore, become a key symbol, which by their
destruction created a collective negative emotional response in the international community
and a sense of community against The Taliban.

The destruction of the Bamiyan Buddhas can also be interpreted as a demarcation between the
cultural heritage they had in Afghanistan and what heritage they chose to highlight later. This
can result in a disconnection, or discord, between those who have a connection to Bamiyan
(such as the Hazara) and the Taliban, who use the Bamiyan heritage to their own purposes.
This creates several interactions between identities such as The Taliban, Bamiyan, and perhaps
Afghan.

An Interesting Aspect: Politics, Religion and Secularity

An interesting aspect that has been prevalent but not pronounced is the relation to secularity.
Switzerland is presented as a country where state and religion are separate, which is framed as
a sign of a modern country. This secular understanding of self is still connected to a Christian
identity, understood as more of a previous connection rather than based on active belief and
praxis. This secular-Christian identity is then put in direct opposition to what SVP/UDC
and the Egerkinger committee claim Islam stands for: state and religion united, and everyone
must submit to this rule.

In the case of the Bamiyan Buddhas, the Taliban questions the secular devotion to cultural
heritage. This can be reminiscent of the ways scholars in religious studies have looked at
secular devotion in fandoms and football clubs. In some of the Talibans members interpre-
tation, they have likened the devotion to cultural heritage and preservation of it to religious
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devotion. According to their interpretation of Shariah, this counts as idolatry, even though
there technically were no deities involved.

Limitations

My results must be understood in the context of certain limitations. Firstly, while thematic
analysis is useful, it may overlook nuances as it is a generalising method (Grad Coach, 2023,
6:00-9:38). Secondly, while most of the primary sources are written in a language I under-
stand, the German and Arabic sources were translated by translation softwares, which may
cause them to lose nuance. Thirdly, the primary sources contain value-judgements, such as
journalists who were critical of the ban on minarets and the Taliban, and most of the sources
regarding the Bamiyan Buddhas were based in the West. Finally, Afghanistans media situation
in 2001 may have affected what sources I could access.

Conclusion

In this paper, I have performed a thematic analysis and comparison of the 2009 Swiss minaret
referendum and the destruction of the Bamiyan Buddhas. In the case of Switzerland, different
actors have changed the meaning of the minaret into a symbol of the threat posed by the
public presence of Islam. This identification is involuntary, and does not come from Muslims,
but from a group that claims to represent the Swiss majority. The Taliban constructed the
narrative of the destruction of the Bamiyan Buddhas as a conflict with the West. Both cases
demonstrate how religious symbol-buildings can be used to create an us and them dichotomy;,
through direct actions from political, ideological, and religious actors to influence identification
processes. The most salient feature the cases share is that the actors were nonaffiliated with
the religions of the key symbol buildings they leveraged in creating identities as respectively
Swiss and non-Western, demonstrating that a religions symbols and buildings are not only an
identity marker for that religion but can also be used by other actors to evolve, change, and
negotiate their own identity. Identity creation happens in the context of the identities other
individuals and groups claim and reject.
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