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How has colonialism and empire impacted the Institution of the Museum? 

Abstract 
This Report will examine how both colonialism and empire have impacted on the institution of the museum. This will start by examining the origins of the museum, where it came from and how its development in the era of colonialism and empire has impacted on its values and principles, especially regarding principles of nationality and completionism. It will then examine an example in the Benin Bronzes case, how it showcases modern museum attitudes to control, categorisation, nationality, and repatriation. While the Bronzes aren’t a perfect example, they do shed light on the control Western museums have over artefacts, and their reluctance to return items taken by imperial soldiers during occupations, both results of the colonial era fuelling the expansion and success of museums. This report will then examine postcolonial attitudes to museums, and how museums themselves are attempting to move away from the imperialist principles they were founded on, before summarising and concluding the report. 

Introduction 
The Museum is often seen as a cornerstone of our society. With an estimated 55,000 museums in 202 countries (as of 2014), they play a vital role in society, both as a place of education and learning, and somewhere to spend leisure time and socialise. However, many European museums are deeply rooted in their period of origin as places to store artefacts of colonial and imperial conquest. They often hold subconscious ideals of superiority, as the only place capable enough to store artefacts that were often taken from other countries. While in the postcolonial era, many museums are working on decolonising and repatriating their past actions, these biases can remain. This report aims to identify the impact that colonialism and empire had on the institution of the museum, particularly British museums, and how they are decolonising in the modern era. 

The Origins of Museology 
The Concept of the museum has its roots in the Renaissance period. This is when collections known as ‘Cabinets of Curiosity’ began to appear, most likely as a result of humanity’s desire to collect, categorise, and understand their place in the world. While these collections started out as an explanation of the ‘Great Chain of Being’, a renaissance religious idea where every living being was organised into a hierarchical chain with God at the top, they progressed into wanting to learn about the surrounding natural world. These cabinets therefore became heavily linked with the Western Europe’s expansion into lands other than their own. They provided both the motive to expand and explore, and a way of making newly explored places visible and understandable.[footnoteRef:1] Thus, cabinets, and their successor museums, because heavily linked with colonialist expansion and its ideas of heirarchy, categorisation, and control.  [1:  Heffernan, Michael; Withers, Charles; Domosh, Mona; “Memory, Materiality, Museology”, SAGE Handbook of Historical Geography, vol.2 (2020), p.942.] 


The earliest public museum, the Ashmolean Museum of Oxford, was founded on one of these cabinets. This museum, and many others, replaced people’s need to travel and experience by collating objects and narrative under one roof, available for people to experience in one place. The exhibits were grouped and organised to create a form of heirarchy, reflecting on the imperial desire for control. However, as time progressed into the 1700s and museums grew in popularity, they were further sorted into newly developed academic boundaries, such as high art and natural history. These boundaries gave a feeling of order and thus safety in a rapidly changing world, while the museum was (and continues to be) an authoritarian structure that often excludes groups of people to create its own narrative. Its ideals of complete collection and organisation are deeply rooted in colonial ideals of control. Museums also became heavily involved in debates of modernity and nationalism, both subjects being saturated with Western colonialist ideologies, such as expanding and changing borders and the quest for control. 

The Benin Bronzes – colonialism and the museum collection 
One example of both colonialism and empire impacting the field of Museology is the Benin Bronzes. These are a collection of plaques and sculptures, created by the Edo people, and were taken from Benin’s royal palace by a British forces’ expedition in 1897.[footnoteRef:2] Today, the British Museum holds most of the collection, with over 900 items from Benin, but other institutions across Europe and the United States have been known to hold some of the items.[footnoteRef:3] Unlike other famous empire-driven cases, the taking of the Benin Bronzes was not the result of any legal deals or collaboration between countries. Instead, their acquirement can be seen as theft, and is by many.  [2:  “Germany to Surrender Invaluable Benin Bronzes”, New  African, 608 (June 2021), p. 6. ]  [3:  ‘Benin Bronzes’, Art Monthly, 446 (2021), 21-22. ] 


While most of the discussion around the Benin Bronzes advocates for their return, there are a few who are against ‘giving up’ these collections and returning them to Nigeria. Their main argument for this tends to be that the museum is universal and open to everyone, representing an ideal of Enlightenment held since the Renaissance era and the dawn of the museum. Museums are seen as a form of preservation for humanity’s artefacts and ideas. This argument hits both ideas of ownership and culture, and safety.[footnoteRef:4] However, both points are shaky at best. While the museum could be seen as a form of preservation, this does not mean they are universal, as some claim. While museums are a form of cross-cultural collaboration and education, they are still deeply rooted in the politics of their home nation. For example, the British Museum, and other museums of the UK, were formed by, and still show heavy influences of, the former British empire. The mainly comes across in their collections, holding many artefacts from their period of colonialism, and with little to no plans to return these objects as a form of repatriation. Empire also influences how many of these museums showcase their collection, with the British Museum being an example of this. Their displays of object from other cultures, particularly Africa and Asia, omits most, if not all, information on how they were acquired, condensing down the information into just their location and where they came from prior to the museum. This form of omitting information shows that the British Museum still cannot take responsibility for the actions of a colonial Britain. The recent creation of an Instagram filter known as ‘The Unfiltered History Tour’, designed to explain the history of some of the museum’s artefacts, shows just how far behind the museum is when it comes to taking responsibility for their colonial past. This, in turn, could be seen as colonial values and ideal still impacting the museum itself. The counterarguments to returning the Benin Bronzes also raise the issue of security and safety. They believe that the Benin Bronzes are safest where they are, scattered in museums across Europe and the United States, rather than in their home country of Nigeria. While Nigerian museums are being repaired and refurnished to hold items such as the Bronzes, questioning the ability of Nigeria to protect and preserve their artefacts could be seen as the result of a superiority complex rooted in a colonial past. Furthermore, those who are from the culture can speak with more authority on matters of return and cultural restitution than those who are not. Any counterarguments to return are often seen as implicit excuses of undeclared colonialist intentions.[footnoteRef:5] This all contributions to the question of what museums are doing to decolonise and reinvent themselves in the post-colonial era.  [4:  Wood, Paul, “Display, Restitution and World Art History: The Case of the ‘Benin Bronzes’.”, Visual Culture In Britain, vol. 13 no. 1 (March 2012), p.115-137. ]  [5:  Wood, “Restition: Benin Bronzes”, p.136.] 


Postcolonial approaches and decolonising the museum 
Today, museums are trusted public institutions. They provide a service in educating and entertaining the public and are held in high esteem for their credibility and knowledge.[footnoteRef:6] However, they still hold on to these foundational ideas of categorisation, control, nationality, and security. Thus, many museums are working to remove these foundations. Many institutions are working with governments for repatriation and the return of artefacts taken during the colonial era. For example, the Benin Dialogue group is an organisation dedicated to the return of the Benin Bronzes and establishing a museum in Nigeria where they can be displayed permanently. Other notable examples include Flemish artwork that is currently situated in the Louvre, who’s return was debated heavily in international courts, and the Elgin Marbles, who’s return campaign has spanned decades and will continue into the foreseeable future. Museums are also recruiting experts in different fields to examine their exhibits and hold them accountable in terms of representation and how artefacts are labelled, presented, and displayed to the public. However, this does not solve every issue that museums have. The institution of the museum is rooted in ideas of completionism, nationalism, and the concept of the ‘universal museum’. These are all intrinsically western colonialist ideas, as they encourage a heirarchy system where the West is placed at the top. In many ways, the museum has always maintained its roots in those original Renaissance cabinets, exploring a heirarchy, that when religious worldviews changed, it had to create for itself through imperialist intentions. While decolonising the museum will take plenty of time, and will by no means be a fast process, it is possible. By listening and referring to the opinions and worldviews of those outside the borders of Western Europe, the museum will be able to generate the ‘universal’ status it believes it already has, and by making its contents accessible to all, it will hopefully be able to become the trusted institution that many believe it already is.  [6:  Heffernan, Withers, Domosh, “Memory, Materiality, Museology”, p.942.
] 


Conclusion  
In conclusion, the museum has been deeply rooted in colonialist ideologies since its conception. The Renaissance ‘Cabinets of Curiosity’ that formed museums both encouraged and were encouraged by the Western European expansion and colonisation of everything in sight. Museums, by collating and organising objects brought in by colonialism, encouraged further expansion and allowed regular people to experience the outside world without the need for travel. With the example of the Benin Bronzes, we can see that colonialist and imperialist ideologies extend to modern day, and indeed form the root of museum ideology. Here, European and United States museums hold a piece of another country’s heritage and argue that it cannot be given back, both for safety reasons and so they can collate and categorise the objects. Both reasons are deeply rooted in the colonial ideas of control and categorisation, forming the basis of the museum’s functions, and showing that museums in themselves are incredibly affected by this basis. While many museums are attempting to decolonise within the context of the modern postcolonial era, this does not change the fact that the institution of the museum was heavily impacted by its roots in empire and colonialism. 
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