There are always subjects of debate within both archaeology and ancient history, reflective of their natures as humanities to discover truths and falsities in studied areas. One of the biggest local and international debates involving both disciplines would be repatriation, the act of returning, for this essay, artefacts that are displayed/stored in museum collections from other cultures, and why some museums refuse or argue against giving them back. This essay aims to summarise the ethics, morality and purpose of this debate, as well as why it is always an active one.

Repatriation is vital to ensure the identity of all cultures has the right to their peoples and cultural property that originates from a country or culture. It is a term often used synonymously with restitution; however, the latter refers to “cultural material [being returned] to its original owners”.  ‘Art and cultural property repatriation’ is the term that refers to any items that fall into either of those categories, as wanted to be returned by the relevant people to their original country.

Historically, the most infamous and controversial example always central in this debate is the British Museum. It opened in 1759 and was the first public national museum in the world, located in London. Its status as a ‘National’ museum allowed it to be free of rule from both religion and royalty, and has allowed it to have the ambition over the last 266 years to collect as much as possible alongside the growth of the British Empire’s colonisation, and subsequent expansion. The significance of this is that many of the artefact ‘collections’ are a result of militant excursions, unlawful donations from personal collections and archaeological excavations in other countries, and have not been returned. There have been many instances now where the British Museum’s involvement in stolen artefact collections has caused major public backlash, with many international governments focusing many of their resources towards repatriation.

St. Fagans, the National Museum of History in Wales, is not exempt from debate, either. Opened on the 1st of July, 1948, it was the UK’s first open-air museum – it is most famous for the Elizabethan manor, however, the history it provides for Wales is uniquely fascinating and horrific, in that many of its on-site buildings were removed brick by brick from their original places across Wales, and rebuilt to be the same at St. Fagans, effectively removing local heritage to increase St. Fagans’. Just one of over forty examples is St. Teilo’s Church, originally built in the early to mid-12th Century, near Swansea, that is now housed at St. Fagans.



Politically, the idea that governments are being forced to allocate their resources – many of which could be used to help better their economy and societal systems – to take back what they are rightfully owed to have conveys how important their cultures are to them. A current ongoing example of this is that only specific Benin Bronzes are being loaned to Nigeria by the British Museum, without confirming if they will be returned permanently, many of which are in storage rather than on display. Furthermore, the impact of repatriation regarding political relationships between international governments can cause issues with the general perception of countries. Because of the British Museum and its heavily profitable relationship with the British Empire, the perception of Britain and its people internationally is always linked with colonisation, despite the majority of younger British citizens becoming more likely to be critical. 

Some of the most well-covered calls for repatriation are from Greece with their Elgin Marbles, Nigeria’s Benin Bronzes, Egypt’s Rosetta Stone, and a more local example in Wales’ Mold gold cape and the Moel Hebog shield. There are likely hundreds, if not thousands, of lesser-known calls that have gone ignored because of the lack of publication, which is arguably the most powerful resource in gaining attention towards the growing outrage from cultures that have had artefacts that represent them, stolen or bought from private collections.
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Figure 1: Pentelic Caryatid marble, ‘The Lost Sister’, named for being the only statue of the six ‘sisters’ that function as columns to the Erechtheion Temple on the Acropolis. (British Museum)

To compare, some of the oldest known modern cases of repatriation were the return of art taken by Napoleon by Arthur Wellesley, 1st Duke of Wellington, to Italy in 1815, and the most recent repatriations from this year are being logged as the year progresses by Town&Country – on the 10th of August, a loon hat worn traditionally by Indigenous drummers was returned to Cambridge Bay in Nunavut. The concept of repatriation is evidently modern, and has only gotten more popular with the growing understanding and importance placed by nations on their own culture.
	
Alongside this, there are still more calls for repatriation, with the number growing every few days. On the 12th of October, 2025, the Ecuadorian Shuar people repeated their request from 2020 for the tsantas – human remains in the form of shrunken heads – to be returned to Ecuador by the Pitt Rivers Museum in Oxford, where they have been held since around 1884-1936.  
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Figure 2: Tsantas, ‘shrunken heads’, called for repatriation by the Shuar people of Ecuador (Hugh Warwick).

As presented in this essay, repatriation is imperative in restoring cultural identity and heritage to the people it has been taken away from, but as a newer concept, it is already helping to dismantle the continued effects of colonialism through its existence, giving cultures more of a reason to call for their heritage back. It also presents the sociopolitical issues surrounding organisations that either refuse or are continually apprehensive to give or sell cultural items back to their origins, thereby increasing publicity and putting pressure for justice.
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