Benin Bronzes 
‘Benin Bronzes’ is a term used to describe sculptures, made mainly of brass, which took the form of commemorative heads, animals, human figures or plaques (The British Museum, no date). They were created from the 16th century onwards in the West African Kingdom of Benin by specialist guilds working in the Royal Court of Obas (kings) in Benin. These sculptures were often commissioned for the alters of past Obas and Queen Mothers to be used in commemorative rituals or to validate the accession of new Obas. One of their main purposes was to glorify the Oba’s hunting and soldering abilities (MacGregor, 2010). The most well-known Benin Bronzes are the cast brass plaques which once decorated the walls of Benin’s Royal Palace (The British Museum, no date). 
These plaques are important artifacts which teach us the background relating to the historic Kingdom of Benin. For example, one plaque depicts an Oba with European traders in the 16th century (see appendix 1). The peaceful trade which used to exist between Europe and Africa exhibited by this plaque, is often overshadowed by events such as the ‘scramble for Africa’ and the transatlantic slave trade (MacGregor, 2010). As a result, it is often forgotten that Europe and Africa once had a healthy trading relationship prior to the raid of Benin City. This shows that, the Benin Bronzes hold great importance in reminding us that this peaceful trade once existed. This is just one example of the many historical events the plaques document.
In the 19th century, British colonial power was strengthened when Benin City became a part of the British Empire. This expansion was brought about by Victorian soldiers in 1897 who raided Benin City (The British Museum, no date). As a result, over 900 Benin Bronzes were stolen from Benin City and taken to the British Museum (The British Museum, no date). It is estimated that overall, 4000 objects were looted from Benin City, however, this figure could have been closer to 10,000 (Hicks, 2020). Hicks believes it would be impossible to list every stolen object because many could be hidden in private or family collections because items were given to the expeditioners according to their rank (The British Museum, no date). Hick seems to have reached a sensible conclusion given that Mark Walker, a grandson of one of the soldiers involved in the raids, returned 2 pieces to Nigeria in 2014 (Mingren, 2021). This shows that these precious artefacts have been passed down through the generations within families and with over 1,200 soldiers taking part in the Punitive expedition of 1897 (Dr Y, 2012), it is believable that there could be thousands of other grandchildren like Walker who have had these pieces be passed down into their procession. Meaning, it would be an extremely difficult task to not only track the families down but find out if they possess some of the Benin treasures. 
In the case of the British Museums looted collection of Benin Bronzes, Richard Kandt goes one step further in expressing his belief that half of all the objects in the British Museum were likely stolen artefacts (Hicks, 2020). He says this is with the belief that it is hard to take an ancient relic away from its people without inciting some violence. Given what we know about Britain’s colonial past, which involved thievery, slavery and invasions, some may argue that Kandt’s belief is perhaps not such an outrageous opinion and is instead likely to be a sensible conclusion and can help us understand the origins of many artefacts in the museum. 
On the other hand, in modern times, colonialism not glorified in our society. It is almost as if this part of British history has become an unspoken taboo which we are happy to turn a blind eye to. Therefore, it could be said that the British Museum would not want to display items which came from this time in British history to prevent instigating convocations on their origins which in turn would direct attention to colonisation. However, it is an indisputable fact that in the case of the Benin Bronzes, these items were stolen. Furthermore, although it is true that colonial Britain is not a portion of history in which our nation looks back on with great pride, it is a rather large portion of British history as it led to the creation of the British Empire which spanned over centuries. As a result, it is perhaps difficult to fill the British Museum with historical artefacts which have been acquired by our nation over the years, without these items having some link to colonial events. Therefore, it could be argued that the British Museum is showcasing all of British history, the good and the bad, by displaying the Benin Bronzes. 
Although those with prior knowledge over the Benin Bronzes may view this as the British museum is not sugar coating the darker parts of British history by displaying the outcomes of it. To others without this knowledge, the Benin Bronzes are simply seen as another beautiful ancient artefact. The British Museum does not make a point of criticizing how these items came into its possession which may lead the public to believe that because the violence and looting was in the past, that it no longer matters. Therefore, this shows the focus of this museum is based on commercialism and capitalistic values because if the truth behind the Benin Bronzes was condemned it would incite more public pressure for their return to Nigeria and if the bronzes were to be returned, it would perhaps reduce tourism into the British museum, resulting in a decreased revenue for the owners. 
This is just one example of a widespread silencing of British violence during its colonial past and specifically in the case of a Benin Bronzes, a hyperbolic exaggeration of the Oba’s cruelty to justify the conflict which occurred (Hicks, 2020). This could have originated from the Victorian soldiers, who were the ones recounting their raid of Benin City, recognising their immorality in subjecting a society to such a heinous ‘crime against humanity’ (Hicks, 2020, p114) with a lack of provocation as they attempt to portray a narrative which presents themselves as the victims becoming the heroes. 
This victims to heroes narrative can be seen when the Times announced the ‘Benin Disaster’ (MacGregor, 2010, p27). It was said that upon trying to enter Benin City, a British delegation disrupted a religious ceremony which caused them to be attacked, and some killed, by the Benin people (this shows the Victorian soldiers presenting themselves as the victims of unnecessary violence). In retaliation the raid of Benin City occurred, and it became part of the British Empire (the soldiers have now overturned the initial attack and claimed the land which makes them the heroes). However, this narrative is supported by little evidence because what really occurred in Benin City is still very unclear. 
From the evidence, we can interpret that the soldiers knew their rai of the city was morally incorrect. Therefore, they attempted to project a storyline to the public which justifies their actions. Furthermore, widespread and decades long acceptance of this series of events presented to us by the perpetrators of the violence shows that Britain is unable to accept the horrors of its colonial past (Hicks, 2020). Therefore, as in human nature to do so, Britain prefers to pass off blame to others, in this case the blame is being passed to the people of Benin, in an attempt to bring a higher degree of morality to this expansion of the British Empire.
This allows for a high level of national pride to be maintained among the British people. A society who is poorly educated on its own history. This can be seen through the national curriculum where children are conditioned to think that Britain are the ‘good guys.’ We are taught about World War 2 where Churchill defeated the Nazi’s. We are taught about the abolishment of slavery. We aren’t taught about Britain’s permission of the transatlantic slave trade. Or the scramble for Africa. Or the creation of the British Empire. This is purposeful. If children grew up knowing the true horrors of what has allowed our little island to create the Commonwealth, as we have come to know it, our nation perhaps wouldn’t have such a strong sense of nationalism. 
An easy assumption would be for us to believe that the people of Benin hold superior moral values to the British. However, attention must be drawn to the creation of the Benin Bronzes which holds close links to slavery (Mingren, 2021). European traders would bring bracelets known as manillas to Benin (see appendix 2), these bracelets were usually made of bronze or copper. In exchange Benin would trade slaves. This shows that the creation of the bronzes held the cost of human lives. Often this is overshadowed by the raid of Benin City however, it is important for us to address the origins of the bronzes because it shows there is not always a simple answer to the question of right and wrong when it comes to human behaviour.
Such high disregard for brutal realities of British colonial history is not shared by everyone. For example, the London Horniman Museum who were the first to acquire Benin Bronze pieces upon the Victorian soldiers return to London, have now announced the return of 72 pieces to the Nigerian government (Phillips, 2022). Eve Salomon, the chair of Trustees of the Horniman Museum, quoted in Gregg (2022), reminded the public that it ‘is very clear that these objects were acquired through force’ and therefore it is ‘moral and appropriate to return their ownership to Nigeria’. This Museum is not the first organisation to return their bronzes, instead they seem to be following the course of action of others. For example, the University of Aberdeen, the German government and Oxford University who have all pledged the return of or returned their Benin Bronzes to Nigeria. This is known as repatriation, the return of cultural artifacts to a nation rather than an individual (Wieber, 2021). 
Repatriation aims to return the bronzes to their ‘rightful owner’ which requires ethical and legal judgement over who the ‘rightful owner’ of the bronzes is (Wieber, 2021). This creates a difficult moral debate because the original owner of the bronzes was the Oba himself, therefore it should be the Oba’s grandson, who is the oldest living relative of the Oba, to whom the bronzes are returned. The bronzes are instead being returned to the Nigerian government with plans to showcase them in the ‘Museum of West African Art’ (Wieber, 2021). It could be said that when the bronzes were stolen, the Oba held political power and now that power has been delegated to the Nigerian government that the possession of the bronzes has also been transferred as they are a symbol of Nigeria’s culture rather than family heirlooms. However, this could cause internal conflict, orchestrated by the British, within Nigeria based on who should be the rightful owner of the bronzes. 
Unlike other institutions, The British Museum has taken no course of action in repatriation. This could be explained by the British Museum (1963) and Heritage (1983) Acts which prevent them from returning the bronzes. These laws tell us it is only parliament who has the power to decide the fate of the over 900 bronzes in the British Museum (Phillips, 2022). Although this has been an issue for many years now, parliament have made no such effort to amend the law to allow for the return of the bronzes. 
Wood (2012) reminds us that the Benin Bronzes were originally taken to cover the cost of the expedition to Benin City, they were not the purpose of the expedition. This meant they were sold to the British Museum, among others, to make back the money spent of the expedition. Therefore, over a century later it seems reasonable for the artefacts which the British had no real interest in to begin with, are returned to their rightful owners to whom the Benin Bronzes hold great cultural importance. It is therefore surprising that our government, to whom the Bronzes no longer hold large economic important, has not yet permitted their return to Nigeria.
	In conclusion, the Benin Bronzes hold such high importance to the people of Benin because they are royal possessions sometimes infused with spiritual and political powers (Phillips, 2022). Comparatively, if the crown jewels, a royal possession, symbolic of the British Commonwealth and power, were looted there would be outrage in Britain and a demand for their immediate return. It seems to me that the Benin Bronzes hold a similar cultural importance to the Nigerian people, as the crown jewels do to us. This shows that such important historical artefacts should not be taken away from their nation of origin as it is stripping that nation of a part of its identity. Furthermore, Nigeria has been punished through thievery as a by-product Britain expanding its empire and now that the British Empire has transitioned into a Commonwealth, in an attempt to distance ourselves from colonialism. It should be time to return these trophies from British colonialism, to allow the Nigerian people to move on after over a century apart from their Benin Bronzes. 
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Appendix 
Appendix 1 - Image 1 
https://ichef.bbci.co.uk/images/ic/1200x675/p01gwfx4.jpg (Accessed: 9 December 2022).
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Appendix 2 – Image 2 
https://www.ancient-origins.net/sites/default/files/styles/large/public/An-Okpoho-variety.jpg?itok=pa5yXfa4 (Accessed: 11 December 2022).
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