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Critically assess the extent that repatriation claims are motivated by political agendas of self-determination and sovereignty

Repatriation is defined as: 
“Repatriation is the return of art or cultural heritage, usually referring to ancient or looted art, to their country of origin or former owners (or their heirs). The disputed cultural property items are physical artefacts of a group or society that were taken from another group usually in an act of looting, whether in the context of imperialism, colonialism or war. The contested objects range widely from sculptures and paintings to monuments and human remains.” (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Repatriation_(cultural_heritage) 09/12/2018) 
Due to a recent rise in countries taking more of an interest in their own heritage there has also been an increase in the number of repatriation claims from museums as well as Governments. The most noted of these claims, are from museums making requests to internationally renowned museums such as the British museum. This has resulted in many debates over the reasoning as to why many countries have decided to make repatriation claims, with many suggesting that these claims are primarily motivated by the country of origin’s political agendas to show self-determination, as well as wanting to display their sovereignty over itself or as a show of influence over that country.  
Many would agree with this statement due to a variety of reasons. One reason would be because some of the most recent claims were being declared whilst the country is going through political stress. An example of this is the hotly debated topic of the ownership of the Elgin marbles, which are also known as the Parthenon sculptures. These are a series of sculptures which originally adorned the Parthenon, depicting scenes from Homer’s epic The Iliad, but are currently in the possession of the British Museum. This has a sparked controversy of ownership, which has been under debate for around two hundred years since they first went on display in London in 1807 (Selwood 2018) and later officially displayed in the British museum in 1817. Despite the many inquiries of the Greek government, as well as the offers of temporary loans from the British Museum, the sculptures still remain on display in the British Museum to this day. However, with the wake of Brexit and the resulting political confusion which appears to have resulted from it, the Greek Government has asked once again for negotiations to be reopened with the British Cultural Secretary (Selwood 2018). 
Many would say that the Greek Government has made this inquisition not only to try and regain the Parthenon marbles, but to also show the Greek sovereignty over cultural artefacts that are not in their possession. On the other hand, many have argued that the repeated refusal by the British Government to consider the issue of the repatriation of the marbles are a clear display of Britain’s influence, over not only Greek culture but Greek heritage as well.  There are many other examples of this that have taken place around the world, some of the most notable ones can be seen taking place in the same country between its native peoples and their country’s respective Governments or the Governments of countries that previously occupied them. Many of these cases have often gained international attention and as a result have caused new policies to be created to help deal with issues with repatriation of native peoples, which has not only affected the countries that were involved but have also affected the international community as a whole. The most famous example of this is in America, when the American Congress “enacted the National Museum of the American Indian Act (NMAI) and NAGPRA” (Grabouski 2011) in 1989 and 1990 respectively. This was campaigned for by Native American tribes, with a clear agenda for the policy to help protect and preserve areas that were sacred to Native Americans, as well as protecting the human remains which were associated with them that were currently in the possession of other institutions, or with respect to any remains that are found in the future. In addition to this it would allow Native Americans to have more power over what happens to their dead, with the added sovereignty to have the power to be able to request for the repatriation of their sacred artefacts as well as human remains, whenever they wished to. However, it could be argued that the American Government passed this legislation in order to gain more sovereignty over Native American culture by creating specific circumstances in order to allow a claim to be made. This is due to the fact only tribes that are federally recognised by the state of Washington were able to get assistance from NAGPRA (Hawkins 2016) and thus make a legitimate claim under the act. Because of this it has resulted in many issues, for example in 1992 a conflict involving the Sto:lo tribe and the Burke Museum due to a statue of T’xwelatse, who is believed to be an ancestor of the Sto:lo. According to their folklore “T’xwelatse lived at the same time as a “transformer” named Xa:ls and because of a domestic dispute, Xa:ls turned T’xwelatse into stone” (Hawkins 2016). As a result of this a village was formed around the statue, but was later abandoned due to settlers committing violent acts against the Sto:lo. When the statue went on exhibition, elders of the Sto:lo tribe approached NAGPRA but unfortunately since they were not federally recognised by the state the organisation could do nothing to help with the claim. This resulted in a fourteen year long dispute with the Sto:lo who worked alongside the Nooksack tribe who were a recognised tribe in Washington. The aim was to establish a cultural affiliation with the Nooksack tribe in order to have a legitimate NAGPRA claim, however there was another issue with the claim due to the Museum not recognising the statue as human remains. Thankfully an agreement was made which made the museum recognise the statue’s value as an object of cultural patrimony and was returned to the Nooksack tribe and sequentially the Sto:lo tribe in 2009. 
This is not the only case where native peoples have called for policies which would allow them to have sovereignty over their cultural heritage. In Australia the Australian Government have set up the International Repatriation Program (IRP) which was set up in 1993 with the aim of “through the Program, the Government seeks the unconditional return of ancestral remains from overseas institutions and private collections” (Australian government document 2018). This is due to an estimated one thousand Aboriginal remains that are still held in museums today, however there could easily be up to ten times this amount according to Aboriginal experts (https://www.creativespirits.info/aboriginalculture/people/aboriginal-remains-repatriation 10/12/18). Fortunately since its set up in 1993, one thousand four hundred and eighty three Australian indigenous remains were repatriated from oversees counties, however there have been many issues whilst trying to successfully repatriate the remains due to a number of reasons according to https://www.creativespirits.info/aboriginalculture/people/aboriginal-remains-repatriation#ixzz5ZlsCacH7 which include:
· Fear of more requests: Some institutions hand back remains almost with secrecy because they fear that if they did it publicly more Aboriginal communities would come asking for their remains.
· Last minute panic: The Natural History Museum in London attempted to carry out last-minute destructive tests claiming that remains were “a unique and irreplaceable resource to advance knowledge for current and future generations”.
· Loss of reputation: Institutions don’t want to see their collections shrink to a size that is no longer impressive, despite the fact that they most probably never have the resources or time to fully research the remains.
· Skulls are objects: When museums declare skulls as ‘objects’ they might not be covered by its policy on human remains.
· Too valuable: Another excuse for not returning remains is that they are “very valuable” and the museum just wants to keep them.
· No request received: In an interesting twist of events the Pitt Rivers Museum in Oxford, UK, denied having received a request after a delegation of Aboriginal people had travelled to the UK.
· Fear of losing a job: The most vocal opponents to repatriation are often the anthropologists in the museums who, without their collections, won’t have a job.
It could be argued that most of these reasons for refusing to repatriate the remains, is that the countries do not wish to give up their control over the Aboriginal culture that they own, with those choosing to  hide their true agendas either through understandable reasons of wanting to gain knowledge of past culture that is not very well known, as well as trying to preserve jobs in the museum or through selfish reasons such as the fact that the artefacts are too valuable, or that they wouldn’t have any more specimens due to an influx of requests from the Aboriginal community who have every right to reclaim them. 
Despite these arguments, there are many who would disagree with this statement for many reasons. One of which is that many of the institutions which the local governments have either assisted in the setup of, provide funding for or collaborated are those which exist in order to assist the organisation in order regain their cultural heritage. An example of this can be seen with the Indigenous Repatriation Program in Australia, which was set up twenty five years ago in order to provide support as well as assistance to Aboriginal and Torres Strait communities. It was founded in order to help them reclaim ancestral remains from both private collectors and public institutions such as Universities and Museums. 
Due to the existence of grave robbers, collectors and scientists wanting to either own, sell or research the culture of the Aboriginal tribes and Torres Strait natives, it has resulted in one hundred and fifty years of grave sites being looted, which has resulted in an unknown amount of Aboriginal remains being taken, with the largest confirmed collection residing in “the Natural History Museum in Britain, which has one dried head, 124 skulls and about 20 skeletons from Australia and Tasmania” (Langsam 1990). Through support from the Australian Government they have managed to reclaim one thousand four hundred and eighty three human remains in the past twenty five years (Australian government document 2018). The sole agenda of this organisation is to rightfully reclaim their ancestors remains which have been taken from their sacred grounds. The same can be said for NAGPRA another organisation which originates in America and focuses on the “repatriations and reburials of human remains, as well as return of sacred objects” (Zimmerman), in addition to protecting their sacred lands. Both of these face similar problems from their respective areas where they are trying to reclaim their cultural heritage, with the main issue being that the institutions which receive the repatriation claims are more often contesting the claims, or requesting that they do experiments on specimens which previously had not been examined. This is due to the fact that there are very few experts in either cultures, so before repatriation takes place they try to do very destructive experiments, such as isotope analysis, on the remains due to them being “a unique and irreplaceable resource to advance knowledge for current and future generations” (https://www.creativespirits.info/aboriginalculture/people/aboriginal-remains-repatriation#toc4 10/12/18).
One final point which can be made is that even though it can be argued that Governments or other institutions have agendas which drive their repatriation claims, as well as how they choose to respond upon receiving these claims, it can also be argued the fact that those institutions which choose whether directly or indirectly not to make any repatriation claims towards reclaiming their cultural artefacts, or in some cases the remains of their ancestors from the institutions which hold them, are pushing an alternative agenda on the country which are subsequently forced to become the stewards of their heritage. For example, at the end of World War One the British and Commonwealth Governments chose to not repatriate the majority of its deceased forces. This was in part due to a fear that it would demoralise the general public due to the number of deaths, in addition to them not having enough funds to repatriate all of the fallen back to Britain. However, a handful of individuals were repatriated from the battlegrounds at the personal cost of the individual’s families, such as “the body of the grandson of the former Prime Minister Gladstone” (http://archive.ppu.org.uk/remembrance/unknown/rem13_unknown1.html 19/12/18). 
In response to this a journalist, Sir Fabian Ware, pushed for the graves which were created during the fighting to be recorded and made permanent. This resulted in the founding the Imperial War Graves Commission in 1917, with the aim of not repatriating the fallen soldiers but to instead create “soldiers graves” near to or at the site where they fell during the fighting, arguing that due to the shared horrors of trench warfare all of the men that served both living and dead had a joint comradery and because of this the dead would be better off  “if all the soldiers stayed together in death as they had in life”. This resulted in the British Government in January 1918 declaring that there would be no repatriation of fallen soldiers, the rationale given for this was that it was due to the fact that as all soldiers, regardless of rank should “lie together in their last resting place, facing the line they gave their lives to maintain.” (http://archive.ppu.org.uk/remembrance/unknown/rem13_unknown1.html 19/12/18) where they still stand today, with more being created following on from the aftermath of World War Two. 
Some would argue the fact that the countries left their dead at these sites for two reasons, the first was to  create a monument to honour the fallen for their sacrifice as well as providing a place to allow the families of the fallen a place of mourning, the second reason could be that  it allowed the countries to leave a constant remainder to the host country, as well as the German Government at the time of the victorious country’s power. This also placed an additional financial pressure on the country where the site was located, forcing them to have a moral obligation to maintain and conserve the site to the standards set by the British and Commonwealth Governments.
However it could also be argued that the British Government, if they had the funds, would have repatriated as many of their fallen soldiers as they could and set up a similar sort of monument in the UK as well as in the other areas of the Commonwealth. In addition to this at the end of the First World War “the bodies of half of British soldiers killed had not been found” (http://archive.ppu.org.uk/remembrance/unknown/rem13_unknown1.html 19/12/18) and as a result of this it did not seem to be ethically right to separate the missing dead from those that been recovered, after going through so much together and suffering the same costs. It was deemed more fitting that both the British and Commonwealth Governments created monuments to commemorate the missing dead collectively. An example of which can be seen, the Cenotaph in London, which was constructed by the British government in 1919. This was originally meant as a temporary structure to allow soldiers and members of the public alike to pay their respects to fallen soldiers, it was later reconstructed as a permanent structure in 1920 and has been one of the main focus points of Britain’s remembrance of both World Wars and subsequently all conflicts following on from them (https://historicengland.org.uk/listing/apply-for-listing/listing-priorities/war-memorials-listing-project/the-london-war-memorials/ 19/12/18).
In conclusion, there are many arguments that can be made to say that the repatriation claims of either other country’s Governments, individual cultures and organisations can to some extent also have a political agenda of self-determination and sovereignty. This can be demonstrated through either enforcing policies, campaigns or forming new organisations. However, there are also many arguments which can be made to claim that there is little to no political agendas for this action, with a clear aim in their campaign to regain their cultural heritage which should be returned to its rightful place. In addition to this, it can also be argued that the way that various institutions which include Governments, Museums and Universities respond to these repatriation claims, can also be interpreted as showing the institution’s political agendas against the organisations which make these claims, such as if they refuse they are then demonstrating power over them. However as discussed earlier the same can be implied if the institution accepts the repatriation claims. Also those same agendas can be implied to those organisations which choose not to make a repatriation claim on their cultural heritage. In my opinion, I believe that with each decision that institutions make towards repatriation, whether that is either to claim the heritage, to deny another institution their claim, collaborate with other organisations or to choose not make a claim at all, that all these decisions are demonstrating an agenda of sovereignty and self-determination, with each decision having a varying extent to which it pushes these agendas to their respective targets.
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	Strengths
I think that I have been able to apply a balanced argument for both sides






	Weaknesses:
I have not been able to add as much detail as I wanted to in my essay
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I found it very helpful to be able to put into practise what I have learnt in lectures as well as in my wider reading
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