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

Repatriation is the returning of cultural items to their homeland. During the height of the British Empire, they gained masses of cultural and historical items which some is homed in the British Museum. Many of these items were stolen such as the over 900 items stolen from Benin, which is now southern Nigeria are homed in the British museum. Benin was annexed by the British Empire in 1897 (The Times). These historic items which do not belong to Britain or have anything to do with British history is kept in the British Museum, it’s presence there shows the history of the Empire’s stolen goods and Benin isn’t the only place to have its cultural artifacts taken from their people by the British, however the Benin Bronzes are the most famous as over 10,000 artifacts were stolen and spread over 160 institutions (The Times). The British Museum collection totals at least 8 million objects, ‘Roughly 80,000 objects are on public display at the British Museum in Bloomsbury at any one time’ (British Museum), these exhibitions consist of artifacts from Egypt, Greece, Rome, and many other countries. Artifacts can be given to museums as loans, however most of the artifacts in the museum were stolen rather than be given out on loan. Holding onto stolen artifacts or ‘lawfully’ given ones, is holding onto these imperialistic ideals. These imperialistic ideals that many people in Britain don’t want to be reminded of is because we are ashamed of this dark past, so we try and obscure the best we can. However, our dark history is shown in statues, texts, artifacts and mainly within our museums. We shouldn’t be hiding Britian’s dark history, we should show it and show that we are not the Britain that everyone hates, however by refusing to return stolen artifacts shows we are holding onto this dark past. The British Museum is a history of the conquest of England, as most things in the museum can not be considered ‘British’ despite the name of the museum. When visiting the British Museum, the big and the main exhibitions were not on Britain itself, but mainly on Ancient Worlds that had no impact on Britain itself, so why call it the British Museum. Why remove mummified people from their resting place, this is not something you would do to the dead, as it’s considered very disrespectful. However, multiple sarcophaguses are on display and open for the general public to see. Britain itself has such a rich history and it should be celebrated. We can trace our history so far back, however this isn’t as widely shown in the British Museum, what is shown are our colonisation history. An example of our interesting past is the Anglo-Saxon boat found in Sutton Hoo. Although boat has now rotted away after 1,300 years in acidic soil, the print of the ship remains, and the artifacts there were given to the British Museum (National Trust, Sutton Hoo). This is the British History that we should be showing off. 

A debate of this very idea of returning artifacts back to their country’s origins can be seen on YouTube, with Intelligence Squared debate on the Parthenon Marbles and whether they should be returned to Athens. Although Lord Elgin did obtain the Parthenon Marbles through legal means, as in the Ottoman Empire who occupied Greece at this time allowed the removal of the Marbles. By saying that we obtained these Marbles legally through the Ottoman Empire is holding onto the idea that sovereignty, whether it be old or new, means more to us than the wishes of the country itself. The British Museum or the British government doesn’t have the right to keep claiming the marbles, and Stephen Fry during the debate makes amazing points throughout the Intelligence Squared YouTube video, and the fact that the Ottoman Empire had no right giving away something they didn’t own. In the debate on the Parthenon Marble Tristram Hunt MP and historian, said the giving back of the Parthenon would lead into this ‘slippery slope’, in which we would have to start returning artifacts and the British Museum would eventually end up empty as everyone would want their cultural pieces back. However, the term slippery slope is very stupid phrase to use, as there are some artifacts in there that is quintessentially British and items that are on loan to the museum, which would end up going to another museum. The only items that would be removed from the museums are the ones that are essentially stolen and those that countries ask for. For him to say that the museum would eventually end up empty is rather foolish, as we as Britain do have a rich history. It can be up for debate that this is an argument of morality, whether it’s the right thing to do however, the Greek government consider it as stealing and continuous discussion of the return been rejected by the British Museum, and Prime Minister Boris Johnson, "The UK government has a firm longstanding position on the sculptures, which is that they were legally acquired by Lord Elgin under the appropriate laws of the time and have been legally owned by the British Museum’s trustees since their acquisition” (Guardian). This also shows that Marbles are very politically motivated as the UK’s leader denies the return of the Marbles. This suggests that the reunifying of the Marbles is unlikely to happen anytime soon, which is very sad considering the reuniting would be a historic moment. The Parthenon is already a beautiful thing to see and for the marbles to be returned to Athens would make it look even more amazing than it does. Even Lord Byron, an avid lover of the Classics talks of Lord Elgin stealing the Parthenon Marbles in ‘The Curse of Minerva’ (1811) in stanza 7 he speaks of Lord Elgin and the sacrilege he committed and calls him a ‘plunderer’. Lord Byron was the biggest advocate for the freedom and independence of Greece and continually supported them until his death. The Parthenon is a symbol of the Greek world both ancient and modern, when you think of Greece the Parthenon is one of the first thing to come to mind. The mistreatment of the Parthenon marbles can be seen in the 1930s by the British Museum, the sculptures were "cleaned" under the wrong belief that they were originally "brilliant white”; however, the sculptures are made out of Pentelicon marble, this mean that they would have become a mellow honey colour when exposed to the air (British Committee of Parthenon Marbles). Furthermore, the Parthenon Marbles are now commonly known as “Elgin’s Marbles” which shows not only has he stolen them from the Greeks, but he has now stolen their identity as they aren’t known for their historical and cultural reason, but the reason that they are widely debated because Lord Elgin had taken them from the Greeks.
Another example of a debate of ownership is the Kennewick Man, who was found in 1996 in the Columbia River in the State of Washington. These bones are suggested to be 9000 years old, and a whole skeleton was found where the skull was found. This is one of the oldest skeletal to be found in America and a coalition of Columbia River Basin Indian tribes and bands claimed the skeleton under a 1990 law known as the Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act, or NAGPRA (Smithsonian). Douglas W. Owsley argued that there was no evidence that the skeleton had anything to do with the Native American and that the skeleton shared no features of a Native American. Owsley tried to sue the government so he could study the bones and received backlash from fellow colleagues, who have built up friendships with the Native American (Smithsonian). In 2002 the court ruled that the skeleton had nothing to do with any living tribe, and Owsley was allowed to study the skeleton. They assume the man’s closest living relatives appear to be the Moriori people who came from the Chatham Islands, which is a remote archipelago 420 miles southeast of New Zealand, as well as the Ainu people of Japan “Just think of Polynesians,” said Owsley (Smithsonian). However, on February 17, 2017, the remains of ‘The Ancient One’ (Kennewick Man) was returned to the tribes who claim him as their ancestor. We do not know how far the Native American history goes back as their history is recounted orally and passed down through stories, which is beautiful. It’s sad to know that Britain has ruined another place with their imperialistic ideas. It is important to know history not jus tour history but to learn and respect the history of other cultures. But this can be learnt from the people and with trust history and artifacts would be shared and understood, instead of trying to steal remains and artifacts angering those these objects and remains belong to. Having many laws to protect the Natives such as NAGPRA is very important as it allows the Natives to keep and respect their history in the way they want to. Tensions between the Native Americans and the Americans have always been tense, and the weariness from the Natives is understandable because in the 19th century, anthropologists stole from the Native American graves and burial platforms, they also dug up corpses and decapitated dead Indians lying on the field of battle and sent their heads to Washington to be studied, as if they weren’t human and this is very disrespectful as no one would ever disturb dead people in the graveyard, yet just because they are different or have different burial practises, they think it’s right to remove them. It’s very inhumane to think this only happened 200 years ago, but racism against Native Americans still happen today in America, they face discrimination, harassment in all forms and their land being taken from them still to this day by Former President Trump (The Guardian). 

Another example of a country wanting something back from the British Museum is the return of Hoa Hakananai’a, who originated from Rapa Nui, or more commonly known as the Easter Islands. The significance of the statue is seen to be very important to the tribe who owned them, “We want the museum to understand that the Moai are our family, not just rocks,” Anakena Manutomatoma (Smithsonian) and it’s understandable why it’s significant because they consider these statues to be ‘family’. Furthermore, this dates back to roughly 1200 A.D. and is one of around 900 Moai carved by Easter Islanders between 1100 and 1600 A.D, which shows a deep-rooted past to the people of Rapa Nui. This came into English possession when captain of the British Royal Navy frigate, Richard Powell. They had spotted the statue on a clifftop while exploring the area back in 1868 (Smithsonian). To try gain favour from Queen Victoria he took the statue back to England. Queen Victoria then donated it to the British Museum. This was thievery and the people from Rapa Nui are right to ask for Hoa Hakananai’a back, this statue was taken out of selfishness by Powell to gain a higher rank most likely and/or position in society. This wasn’t gained by any legal means like what they say with the Parthenon Marbles, so the British Museum do not have the right to keep it and should return it to the people of Rapa Nui. Furthermore, some places such as Rapa Nui rely on their historical past for tourism and the return of Hoa Hakananai’a would help them in that aspect. The people from Rapa Nui have every right to ask for the return of their cultural piece that was stolen from them by someone who wanted to go beyond their station, and this meant stealing something important to a whole group of people. 
Repatriation of Haida Ancestral Remains they draw our attention to how remains are emotional and important to the Haida people. By separating the bones from their home, it endangers the well-being of the ancestors and the spirits who can’t settle far from home. They rebury them with tangible and intangible property to demonstrate affection. This helps the dead feel like they belong and keep this continuity between the deceased and the living because, while there is change the continuation of reincarnation and lineages helps to provide continuity. Relations between family members continue after death and they have a belief in reincarnation. The importance of ancestral remains and the repatriation for the Haida people can be shown in the quote 
“Our ancestors are our relatives, and we have a deep connection to them. We are who we are today because of them. We believe that as long as the remains of our ancestors are stored in museums and other unnatural locations far from home, that the souls of these people are wandering and unhappy. Once they are returned to their homeland of Haida Gwaii and are laid to rest with honour, the souls can rest, and our communities may heal a bit more” (www.repatriation.ca). 
Since 1999, 500 bones of their ancestors have been returned to the Haida people and there are still many to be returned. Not only are there bones to be returned, but objects belonging to them as well. The Haida people managed to win back bones of their ancestors and their point was that “we can tell our own story” (CBC News article). Which is true, these people are dead and to remove them is disrespectful, especially when culturally their belief is to stay buried near their home. Although they manage to win some of their ancestors’ bones, they still have objects and other bones scattered. Traditionally, the Haida would put the remains of their deceased in bentwood boxes in mortuary houses, or in mortuary boxes on top of trees or mortuary poles. This is a practice special to the Haida people, and many of these boxes and cultural property were taken away and collected by archaeologists, anthropologists, and other collectors. This was due to the arrival of missionaries who had banned these practices. It’s a sad thing that people have to fight for their ancestors’ bones, and when you say it like that it sounds inhumane as no one would think to take bones from graveyards.

To conclude repatriation is important and objects and remains should be given back to people and countries if they ask for it back. Countries, such as Britain who hold onto many stolen artifacts, are holding onto their colonial past, and although we shouldn’t forget that past as it’s important to grow and learn from it, but we should return objects such as the Parthenon Marbles to restore the great Parthenon that is in Athens. To hold onto these stolen objects holds onto the imperialistic past people don’t like. We should start celebrating the history of Britain because it’s very interesting, we were once tribal people who believed in Folklore and that’s so fascinating. People should be encouraged to visit places that hold these important artifacts. If anyone were to go to Athens, they would want to experience the Parthenon in all of its glory with all of its items together. Furthermore, learning the history of Native Americans and their culture is much ore interesting learning it from the people rather than museums. It helps to celebrate cultural diversity by returning such items and encourages people to see these significant and beautiful artifacts in their homeland, which helps boosts tourism and helps boost economy for those countries/or people that do struggle. Furthermore, using terms such as ‘slippery slope’ should not be used in arguments such as the return of stolen items as the slippery slope argument in this term wouldn’t lead to disastrous events only wrongs that we would’ve made into a right by returning stolen items that the British Empire had gathered. Furthermore, it’s good that Native Americans have NAGPRA to protect their heritage even though atrocities have occurred against the Native Americans these are steps into the right direction, the Natives have such a fascinating history, which most of it is passed through oral traditions, these histories should be learnt and understood through the Natives and not through a museum. 
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