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

Since entering the 20th century, there have been increasing calls for the ‘repatriation’ of objects, artefacts, and monuments from the care of museum institutions into the hands of their original cultures. This essay will attempt to critically assess the extent to which these repatriation claims are motivated by the modern political agendas of self determination and sovereignty. Repatriation or restitution is where artefacts, monuments, artworks, or other objects of significance are returned to their country of origin from where they were taken to. These issues are often steeped in colonialism or imperialism and thus most repatriation claims are associated with ideas of self determination and sovereignty. They are often a struggle between the aspiration for international bonding and appreciation of other cultures, and the sense of nationalistic patriotism that most institutions and nations feel when it comes to their museum collections.[footnoteRef:1] Self Determination and Sovereignty are often ideas that go hand in hand. They mostly represent the ability for a country to have its own identity and govern itself.  [1:  Goodwin, Paige S, ‘Mapping the Limits of Repatriable Cultural Heritage: A Case Study of Stolen Flemish Art in French Museums’, University of Pennsylvania Law Review, 157.2, 2008, 673-705. ] 


The first example of a major repatriation claim that could be seen as being motivated by the political agendas of self-determination and sovereignty is the case of the Benin Bronzes. Described as a collection of metallic sculptures and plaques, these objects originated from the royal palace of Benin and were created by the Edo people from the 13th century onwards.[footnoteRef:2] These cultural artefacts were looted from their place of origin by a British army expedition in 1897. They have since been distributed across both Europe and North America into museums, art galleries, and private collections. It is believed that 90% of all sub-Saharan Africa’s cultural heritage is held within Europe.[footnoteRef:3] Some specific institutions have been singled out for these collections of heritage, such as the British Museum, the Cambridge Museum of Archaeology and Anthropology, and the Pitt Rivers Museum in Oxford.[footnoteRef:4] However, since their gaining of independence in the 1960s, Nigeria has been calling for these artefacts to be returned to their home country. This restitution has yet to occur.  [2:  “Germany to Surrender Invaluable Benin Bronzes.” New African, no. 608, June 2021, p. 6. 
]  [3:  “Germany to Surrender Benin Bronzes”, New African, no.608, June 2021, p.6. ]  [4:  ‘Benin Bronzes’, Art Monthly, 446, 2021, 21-22. ] 


In more recent times, museums across the West have been conforming to the idea of repatriating their held artefacts back to Nigeria. The Benin Dialogue Group, for example, is an organization that wants to establish a museum within Benin, where the Bronzes can be displayed permanently.[footnoteRef:5] Recently, Berlin’s Humboldt Forum, a collection of institutions, has announced that it won’t be displaying the 530 Bronzes that it holds in its collection, instead offering to display either replicas or empty spaces.[footnoteRef:6] Germany’s Foreign Minister, Heiko Maas, has also spoken on the ideas of possible repatriation, saying that it is part of an honest approach to colonial history. Other institutions, on the other hand, have been called out for not making their approaches and thoughts of repatriation clear. The British Museum, for example, holds anywhere between 200 and 900 items from Benin[footnoteRef:7] in its collection and yet has not made its approach to returning items clear.  [5:  “Germany to Surrender Benin Bronzes”, New African, no.608, June 2021, p.6. ]  [6:  ‘Benin Bronzes’, Art Monthly, 446, 2021, 21-22. ]  [7:  ‘Benin Bronzes’, Art Monthly, 446, 2021, 21-21. ] 


This example of Nigeria’s cultural heritage has seen many arguments both for and against its return to Benin. While the idea may seem simple at first, the idea of returning the Benin bronzes to their homeland of modern-day Nigeria appears more complicated and emotive the more it is investigated. Those who want to see the Benin Bronzes returned argue that the Benin Bronzes are stolen goods, linked to both colonial imperialism and slavery. While not all of the Bronzes in Benin were taken in 1897, it is believed that the majority of this section of Nigeria’s cultural heritage is held across Western museums and private collections. The British museum, in particular, has been highlighted for holding anywhere between 200 and 900 items from Benin.[footnoteRef:8] Furthermore, unlike many cases of the same magnitude, such as the Parthenon Marbles which are also held across Western Museums, there are no moral grey areas of legal contracts or selling agreements.[footnoteRef:9] The Bronzes were taken as war spoils and then sold to museums and collections later down the line. These artefacts had original meanings that were embedded in the cultural and religious practices of Benin, to remove them from this context and place them elsewhere downplays their significance immensely. Counter arguments about the safety of these artefacts have also been downplayed, as by questioning the ability of Nigerian museums to protect their own culture is to lean into the ideas of institutional racism and international inequality that is incredibly present in museum institutional culture.  [8:  ‘Benin Bronzes’, Art Monthly, 446, 2021, 21-22. ]  [9:  Wood, Paul, “Display, Restitution, and World Art History: The Case of the ‘Benin Bronzes’”, Visual Culture in Britain, vol. 13, no. 1, Mar. 2021, pp.115-137. ] 


There have, however, been counter arguments to the idea of repatriating the Benin Bronzes to their homeland. Some argue that the ‘Universal’ Museum that many European institutions aim to create represents the Enlightenment style ideas of preservation and display of multiple cultures in one accessible space, which would require the display of artefacts such as those taken from Benin. They believe that in order for history to be understood, preserved, and protected, artefacts from multiple places must be stored in one secure facility that the people can access. However, this presents multiple problems. First, the Benin Bronzes are widely known to have been stolen from Nigeria, and thus it is difficult to see them as part of this idea of cultural equality, when by still having these artefacts, western museums are indirectly and inexplicitly refusing to acknowledge their place of origin as equal and as deserving of their culture as these western countries. Second, even if these objects are secured and protect for the future, the enlightenment style claim that backs this idea of protection and preservation is undercoated by both imperialistic and colonial ideas and power relations which compromise the good intentions behind these actions. Third, the subtle backdrop of identity politics, whereby those who are from the culture and are for the return can speak with much more authority on this matter, tends to override other arguments and counterarguments. These arguments end up becoming implicit excuses for other intentions that undercoat the speakers’ words, more often then not also colonialist and imperialist.[footnoteRef:10] [10:  Wood, “Display, Restitution, and World Art History”, Visual Culture in Britain, vol. 13, no. 1, Mar. 2021, pp.115-137.] 


These arguments, both for and against the return of the Benin Bronzes, can be argued to be influenced by the ideas of Self Determination and Sovereignty. For those who want the artefacts to be returned, the Benin Bronzes represent an essential part of their heritage and culture. By having part of their culture removed, Nigeria finds itself losing its identity and thus its ability to be distinct from those cultures that surround it. Therefore, the Benin Bronzes being returned would contribute to an increase in self determination through individuality. On the other hand, for those who do not want the artefacts returned, the Benin Bronzes represent both “exotic” and culturally unique art, and colonial conquest. It could be argued that by not wanting the Bronzes returned, institutions are feeding into colonial and imperialistic mindsets that serve as a sort of foundation for old institutions. These are typically against self determination and sovereignty of other countries. Thus it could be said that these arguments are intrinsically linked to the ideas of self determination and sovereignty. 

Another example of a repatriation claim that is deeply linked to the ideas of self determination and sovereignty is The Louvre. Established in 1793, The Louvre was originally a place where the confiscated artworks of royalty, aristocracy, and the church could be stored safely during the French Revolution.[footnoteRef:11] This has the thus influenced the direction of the Louvre has taken in its collection and keeping of objects and artefacts.  [11:  Effros, Bonnie and Guolong Lai, ‘Unmasking Ideology in Imperial and Colonial Archaeology: Vocabulary, Symbols, and Legacy’ Los Angeles: Costen Institute of Archaeology Press, University of California, 2018. ] 


Initially, the Louvre was used as a place for storing items from Napoleon’s conquest of Europe. Several excuses were used to justify this hoarding of material culture. They believed that Paris would become both the political and cultural capital of Europe, so it had to house many of the artefacts and artworks that Napoleon amassed during his conquests. Furthermore, they believed that this accumulation of global culture would inspire France to increase its academic aspirations and its industry.[footnoteRef:12] Even after the repatriation forced onto other countries such as Germany in the post war years, France was allowed to keep its works, claiming that they had been acquired prior to the dates the agreements and treaties cited. One example of works taken during the Napoleonic conquest of Europe was the large amount of Flemish, or Belgian, paintings from across the nation. While Belgium has yet to make a restitution claim for these paintings, they are considered part of Belgian cultural heritage and could be cared for in many of Belgium’s museums. Whether or not Belgium can claim these paintings thus depends on its ability to make a convincing restitution argument against France.[footnoteRef:13] [12:  Effros, and Guolong Lai, ‘Unmasking Ideology in Imperial and Colonial Archaeology’ Los Angeles: Costen Institute of Archaeology Press, University of California, 2018.]  [13:  Goodwin, ‘Mapping the Limits of Repatriable Cultural Heritage’, University of Pennsylvania Law Review, 157.2 (2008), 673-705. ] 


Belgium can argue that France has a moral obligation to return its stolen artwork, as the Second Treaty of Paris, signed by France after the defeat of Napoleon, acknowledges the works as part of Belgium’s cultural identity when it was stolen. It can also be argued that Napoleon’s forces took Flemish property during a time when Belgium was relatively much weaker than it is now.[footnoteRef:14] The Second Treaty of Paris also demanded that France return all of its stolen art, which can be argued included the Flemish artworks that have still yet to be returned. While there is less of a legal precedent for the artworks return, these events happened over 2 centuries ago when the laws surrounding artworks were still being established. Although it may be argued that at the time spoils of war ‘laws’ applied, this is less of a solid argument than some may think, and these rules were phased out by the time of the Second Paris Treaty. Some French authors also believed that the 1815 restitution, as demanded by the Second Paris Treaty, was unfair and hindered the public’s appreciation of art and artworks.  [14:  Goodwin, ‘Mapping the Limits of Repatriable Cultural Heritage’, University of Pennsylvania Law Review, 157.2 (2008), 673-705. 
] 


However, some people may be opposed to returning these Flemish artworks to Belgium. It could be argued that the Louvre has a multitude of resources to preserve and protect these works for the public, and that France should not have to go through the hassle of sending the paintings back when it has already had them for two centuries. However, these works are fully considered a part of Belgium’s cultural heritage and they are more than capable of being taken care of by any of Belgium’s large museums. Belgium can also make a better case for restitution than Greece did with its Elgin Marbles, due to Belgium’s stable economy and devotion to public education. 

The issue of the Louvre is deeply linked to the ideas of self determination and sovereignty. Artefacts and Artworks that ended up in the Louvre during the Napoleonic era were almost always stolen during times of conquest. This links it directly to self-determination, as by removing these artefacts, France took with it a part of their cultural identity. This made it harder for each of these countries to have its own distinctive culture, as quite a fair bit of it was removed. As a particular example, while Belgium has yet to make any claim for its artworks that currently reside in the Louvre, they have been acknowledged multiple times as a part of Belgium’s cultural property and heritage. As such, buy removing them and keeping them, The Louvre has had an impact on the self determination of Belgium, as well as impacting how well it can present its history in its own museums. 

Another example of repatriation is the Elgin Marbles, also known as the Parthenon Marbles. These are a collection of inscriptions, sculptures, and architectural structures that were removed from the Greek Acropolis by Lord Elgin, after which the Marbles have been since named, for the British Government. They have since been exhibited in the British Museum’s Duveen Gallery.[footnoteRef:15] These Marbles have in recent years become a significant cultural cornerstone for the country of Greece, transformed into an emblem of national identity. Arguably, this is due to the financial crisis that begun in the mid to late 2000s, which led Greece to turn to marketing its history and the symbols associated with it as both a significant part of European civilization’s heritage and something that can be profited off, attempting to counteract the negative national identity generated by their financial crisis.  [15:    Angouri, Jo, Marina Paraskevaidi, and Ruth Wodak, ‘Discourses of Cultural Heritage in Times of Crisis: The Case of the Parthenon Marbles’, Journal of Sociolinguistics, 21.2 (2017), 208–37. 
] 


These marbles have since attracted attention on an international level, starting with the Greek actress and former minister for culture, Melina Merkouri’s political campaign for the repatriation of the marbles. It has since become an official goal of the Ministry of Culture to get the marbles back, to the extent where in 2014 the Greek government asked UNESCO to mediate and resolve the matter, something the British government rejected. 

There have been many campaigns both for and against the repatriation of the Parthenon Marbles. The Greek government leads its own campaign, focusing on the issue at the level of national politics. The main argument they put forward is that the marbles deserve to be reunited as a coherent piece to be displayed in one place. This would lead to an enhanced understanding of the monument’s significance and history for the general public. However, there has been an Acropolis museum developed, which has been equipped with all the technical facilities to both conserve the current relics and a new way to display those it does not have, which compromises this argument immensely. There is also a lot of debate on the legality of how these sculptures were acquired. While deals were made between Greece and Britain, how legal these deals were has been called into question several times. 

The side that is against the repatriation, on the other hand, mostly consists of The British Government and the British Museum. They view this request as a controversy between museums and instead embrace the concept of a ‘Universal’ Museum. This is defined as a museum that spans all cultures and periods, which they say increases the public’s awareness and knowledge of chronology and the interconnectedness of global history, making people aware of connections that they may have otherwise missed. However, this idea can be seen as very problematic. While there are no official agreed criteria to become a universal museum, the mentions of it in global meetings always seem to have contradictions and often seem to be western specific, holding a lot of euro-centric positions that they seem to be built on. While the British Museum has stated “anybody is entitled to their view”, their trustees have said in the past that they feel there’s “A public benefit to having the sculptures in our collection remain part of our collection.”.[footnoteRef:16] [16:    Angouri, Jo, Marina Paraskevaidi, and Ruth Wodak, ‘Discourses of Cultural Heritage in Times of Crisis: The Case of the Parthenon Marbles’, Journal of Sociolinguistics, 21.2 (2017), 208–37 
] 


This case is linked to the ideas of self determination and sovereignty. The Elgin marbles have become, in recent years, a symbol of Greek national identity. While some may argue that they have been idolized as part of Greek culture as a result of the country’s drive to market its history as something consumable for the rest of the world to better its image in the current financial crisis, there is no doubt that the issue of the Marbles has impacted on the country’s image. It has generated, through the publicity and international legal battles, the idea that Greece cannot have or care for its own culture, instead relying on it being placed in museums overseas, with the main one being the British Museum. Furthermore, having the British Museum being the one holding the marbles feeds greatly into its imperialistic and colonial routes, strengthening the public conception of the British Museum itself being an authoritarian powerhouse of scholarship and artefact preservation. This then feeds back into the conception of Greece being unable to care for its own culture and artefacts. Therefore, it is easy to assume and claim that the issue and debate over the Elgin or Parthenon Marbles is thus heavily linked to the ideas of self determination and sovereignty within Greek culture and government. 

In conclusion, there are many ways in which repatriation claims and the ideas of self determination and sovereignty are related. This is demonstrated through the examples that have been examined in this essay. By looking at these cases, it could be said that repatriation is almost entirely motivated by these aspects. All of these cases have been linked to governments demanding, or being able to demand, their artefacts back from the country in which they are currently held. They consider these objects and artefacts part of their culture and thus their heritage, and by being separated from them, it has had a detrimental effect on their nation. 
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