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Introduction
UNESCO, The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural

Organization, was established in 1945 as a branch of the UN dedicated to the

creation of a worldwide culture of peace. UNESCO helps countries provide

education to every child, preserve sites of artistic heritage, and preserve

cultural values that are under attack by governments and other groups. The

committee will work together on a resolution that will address the

controversial issue of artifacts forcibly taken from one country by another,

often through colonial or wartime means.

Stolen Artifacts Worldwide
Throughout modern history, many UN member states have claimed that

other countries forcefully and illegally stole culturally significant goods

from them. Many of these claims stem from colonialism. Throughout the

nineteenth and twentieth centuries, colonial powers scrambled to conquer

other civilizations, concentrating their efforts in Africa, the Pacific

islands, and abroad. During colonial times, powers such as the United

Kingdom, France, the Netherlands, and Belgium sent troops into cultural



heritage sites in their colonial holdings to discover profitable works of

artwork, oftentimes ancient or religiously significant works. In this

process, cities and sites were destroyed. One major example is the

destruction by fire of the once prosperous Benin palace by British troops

during the Benin Punitive Expedition. 1,200 British troops looted the palace

in Nigeria in 1897 in an effort to break the power of the Beninese monarchy.

The plaques that were looted now mostly rest in the British Museum in

London, and they are just one of several contested objects in that museum

and other Western museums today. Some objects that governments have

requested repatriation of include the Egyptian Rosetta Stone, which was

discovered in 1799 by Napoleonic engineers and subsequently taken by the

British from the French in 1801; the Parthenon Marbles, which were

removed from the Greek Acropolis by British Lord Elgin in 1801; and two

large stone Moai, which were collected by a British survey ship in 1868 from

Rapa Nui, a Pacific island widely known as Easter Island.  However, the

British Museum is not the only one to house widely contested cultural

artifacts. For example, the Pushkin State Museum of Fine Arts in Russia

hosts “Priam’s Treasure,” a collection of 200+ artifacts first looted by a

German archaeologist from a city in Turkey believed to be ancient Troy. The

treasure was later captured by the Red Army during World War II.

Requests for Repatriation
Dozens of artifacts have been officially requested by global governments.

Some of these requests have been honored, but many go ignored or

unplacated. For instance, the Benin Bronzes have been requested by the

Nigerian monarchy, and the British Museum agreed to lend the Bronzes to

Nigeria but did not agree to return them to Nigeria permanently.

Conversations were facilitated, and in 2018 the British Museum’s Director



visited the Benin Royal Court, but there was never any intention of

returning the items due to British Museum policy that prohibits that.

Other nations have expressed the intention to repatriate requested items,

such as France. However, conditions often prohibit these items from being

immediately returned. For instance, not every source nation of priceless

artifacts has the material resources, trained staff, and proper locations to

preserve these objects.

Arguments for and Against Repatriation
Governments and museums are not the only ones arguing for or against the

repatriation of these artifacts. Some people make the argument that global

museums such as the British Museum promote globalism and broaden the

West’s idea of cultural and artistic brilliance. In an opinion article, Brit

Tiffany Jenkins writes that “[The Benin bronzes] transformed the way

Europeans saw Africa. People were surprised that Africans, whom they

assumed to be backward, could make such refined artwork.” Jenkins also

points out that nationalism fuels many requests for repatriation, and she

argues that repatriating these objects perpetuates the idea that culture is

confined to geographical and political borders. However, those in favor of

repatriation have mentioned that encyclopedic museums that house these

objects tend to be confined to the West, and largely serve Western

audiences. These objects may help Westerners and broaden the concept of

art in many countries, but this may be done at the expense of people who

do not have access to museums and cannot experience the artwork in the

same way. In his opinion article, Australian human rights barrister

Geoffrey Robertson rejects the concept of “entitlement to the spoils of

war” as unlawful. He also points out that many contested items residing in

Western museums are not even on display the majority of the time,

limiting the ability of these objects to be educational and enlightening.

https://www.standard.co.uk/comment/comment/great-art-should-stay-in-museums-not-be-returned-to-where-it-was-made-a4004791.html
https://www.cnn.com/style/article/return-stolen-treasures-geoffrey-robertson/index.html


However, Robertson also concedes that repatriation should not be offered

to countries that cannot properly preserve these antiquities or to those who

will wrongfully utilize them to perpetuate false and harmful historical

narratives.

Government Action
Some governments have made concentrated efforts to negotiate the returns

of contested objects, while others have passed legislation entirely

preventing this. The Dutch government created an Advisory Committee, the

Council for Culture that recommended the repatriation of artifacts looted

by the Dutch that currently reside in Dutch museums. In its report, the

committee advised the government to work with source countries to

“develop appropriate museum infrastructure and arrange exchanges of

students and academics and internships in Dutch museums.” This

initiative, while fairly new, is promising to countries that have requested

repatriation from the Netherlands and its national museums. A similar

intention was expressed by France. In 2020, France’s National Assembly

passed a bill that would allow the official restitution of 27 items within

the next year. This bill came after President Emmanuel Macron’s

announcement a few years earlier to help redistribute important African

art; a French government report had found 90-95% of African art to be

found in museums outside of Africa. Similarly to France and the

Netherlands, German states have promised to repatriate loot as well. In

2019, 16 German states’ cultural ministers released a joint declaration to

work with museums in former colonial holdings to create conditions for

repatriation. Despite these steps towards repatriation in some countries,

there is a lot of work to be done, as most objects remain in Western

museums and very few of the promised objects have been repatriated thus

https://www.raadvoorcultuur.nl/english/documenten/adviezen/2020/10/07/summary-of-report-advisory-committee-on-the-national-policy-framework-for-colonial-collections


far, let alone the objects not yet promised but still requested by their source

countries.

In contrast to these efforts, some countries have passed legislation that

prevents their national museums from returning objects to their source

countries. The British Museum Act 1963 allows the British Museum to sell,

give away, or exchange objects only if “(a) the object is duplicate of

another object, or (b) the object appears to the Trustees to have been made

not earlier than the year 1850, and substantially consists of printed matter

of which a copy made by photography or a process akin to

photography is held by the Trustees, or (c) in the opinion of the Trustees the

object is unfit to be retained in the collections of the Museum and can be

disposed of without detriment to the interests of students.” This law

fundamentally restricts repatriation, and without a legislative change

made, the British Museum is unallowed to give away ancient artworks.

United Nations Action
In 1976, a committee of experts under the control of UNESCO met to discuss

the topic of restitution of lost and stolen cultural property. As a result, a

permanent body known as the UNESCO Intergovernmental Committee for

Promoting the Return of Cultural Property to its Countries of Origin or its

Restitution in case of Illicit Appropriation (ICPRCP) was established in 1978.

The committee’s goal is to facilitate negotiations for repatriation of stolen

cultural objects, promote public information on contested items and their

histories, and reinforce the conditions necessary for museums to properly

preserve antiquities and artworks. The ICPRCP has had several cases of

successful repatriation under its aegis. These cases showcase the work of

the ICPRCP in meditating conversations between countries possessing

objects and their source nations. However, there have been a limited

https://www.britishmuseum.org/sites/default/files/2019-10/British-Museum-Act-1963.pdf
http://www.unesco.org/new/en/culture/themes/restitution-of-cultural-property/return-or-restitution-cases/
http://www.unesco.org/new/en/culture/themes/restitution-of-cultural-property/return-or-restitution-cases/


number of objects returned under the leadership of the ICPRCP, and many

nations push for stronger and more continuous efforts.

Questions to Consider
1. Has my country ever requested to have items returned to it by another

country? Were those requests honored?

2. Does my country possess items that source nations have requested?

What is my country’s policy about returning these items?

3. Has my country created any official policies or stances on the

repatriation of looted objects?

4. What groups and conferences have addressed this issue? In what ways

were they successful, and in what ways could they have been

improved?

5. What are some things that roadblock repatriation? How can the UN

work to mitigate these issues?
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