To What Extent is the International Trade of Battlefield / Military Relic Material a Matter of Moral Concern?

This essay aims to explore issues around the international trade of human remains. There will be a main focus on Mokomokai and repatriation. Due to one of the original purposes of Mokomokai, the subsequent method of collecting them, and the reason for their trade, they can here be classed as an item wrought of conflict. Topics looked at will include the history of Mokomokai and their commodification, a brief look at the Human Tissue Act and illegal trade of human remains, and will conclude with the opinion that all exhibitions and trades have ethical concerns.
Tā Moko is the name given to the sacred, or tapu, art of Māori tattooing. These highly symbolic designs tell tales relating to the individual’s life, ranging from social to political to religious areas[footnoteRef:1]. However, Moko serve a deeper purpose than just a design. They contain mana - the power and status of an individual[footnoteRef:2]. In the past there were two methods of creating Moko[footnoteRef:3]. The first was done by carving away the skin and placing ink into the grooves, and the second was done by inserting ink underneath the skin with a comb. These processes were expensive and required a period of healing time, so only high-ranking tribe members had them. [1:  https://www.researchgate.net/publication/266473796_Mokomokai_Commercialization_and_Desacralization]  [2:  https://www.researchgate.net/publication/266473796_Mokomokai_Commercialization_and_Desacralization]  [3:  https://www.researchgate.net/publication/266473796_Mokomokai_Commercialization_and_Desacralization] 

Mokomokai are the preserved heads of the Māori people, wanted by collectors for the Tā Moko that adorn their faces. There were two main reasons that heads were mummified. First was the preservation of high-ranking members of the tribe. These Mokomokai were treated with utmost respect, kept in ornately carved boxes, and brought out only for special occasions[footnoteRef:4]. The other reason was the preservation of enemy tribe members. Unlike members of the same tribe, these heads were kept out in the marae, and were openly disrespected[footnoteRef:5]. However, they were key to establishing peace between previously at conflict tribes, for which the trade and return of each tribes Mokomokai was essential. Creating a Mokomokai was sacred and involved several days of preparation. During this time the people performing the ceremony and the family of the deceased were not allowed to eat[footnoteRef:6]. [4:  https://www.researchgate.net/publication/266473796_Mokomokai_Commercialization_and_Desacralization]  [5:  https://www.researchgate.net/publication/266473796_Mokomokai_Commercialization_and_Desacralization]  [6:  https://www.researchgate.net/publication/266473796_Mokomokai_Commercialization_and_Desacralization] 

Tā Moko and Mokomokai were an integral part of Māori society, so once they became collectable items in Europe the practices rapidly desacralized. Additionally, as the musket wars ended with the treaty of Waitangi in 1940[footnoteRef:7] and Māori were forced to incorporate into European society, the social structure that Tā Moko and Mokomokai were a direct result of was lost. This alongside the danger posed to tattooed individuals by collectors lead to the loss of both practices. It wasn’t until 1990s[footnoteRef:8] that Tā Moko began to reappear in force. [7:  https://teara.govt.nz/en/musket-wars/page-1]  [8:  https://www.zealandtattoo.co.nz/tattoo-styles/maori-tattoo/] 

The desacralization of Māori practices began with the Mokomokai trade that emerged during the Musket Wars. European museums and private collectors would pay handsome prices for the heads, and so demand of them by traders increased - at this same time, Māori demand for muskets was at an all-time high as intertribal wars raged. Although commodities such as crops and livestock could be traded, fewer Mokomokai could buy more muskets[footnoteRef:9]. This in turn lead to the start of raids on other settlements just to gather heads[footnoteRef:10]. Whilst Mokomokai had once been essential for peace, they became the source of more conflict. Many slaves were captured and tattooed to fulfil Mokomokai demand and in some cases, traders were able to pick heads while they were still alive[footnoteRef:11]. Unable to tell the difference, European traders were given heads with false Tā Moko because those with real Moko, including slaves, were considered sacred and could not be killed. [9:  https://www.researchgate.net/publication/266473796_Mokomokai_Commercialization_and_Desacralization]  [10:  https://www.researchgate.net/publication/266473796_Mokomokai_Commercialization_and_Desacralization]  [11:  http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/tei-TeIMoko.html] 

As a result of the Mokomokai trade Māori were able to arm themselves with the muskets necessary for survival, and the use of fake Mokomokai meant that many museums and private collectors would not have owned real Māori sacred ancestors. However, there are still many oversea. Since 2003 the New Zealand government has mandated that Māori human remains must be tracked down and repatriated[footnoteRef:12], and some Māori groups have been doing this for longer. Some remains have been returned, for example the Mokomokai held in the Rouen Museum until 2011[footnoteRef:13], and a large collection of 107 Māori and Moriori remains from the American Museum of Natural History in 2014[footnoteRef:14]. However, as of 2003 there were estimated to be over 100 heads and over 500 ancestral remains still held across the world and this number has not particularly declined[footnoteRef:15]. Is it then ethical to keep Mokomokai, knowing that the ancestral ties are still strong, and the sordid history behind their commodification? [12:  https://www.abc.net.au/news/2020-12-14/mokomokai-maori-heads-stuff-the-british-stole-repatriations/12771180?nw=0&r=HtmlFragment]  [13:  https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-asia-pacific-13329600]  [14:  teaomaori.news/largest-collection-ancestral-remains-nz-history-be-repatriated]  [15:  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_HY0OCVwKuU 44:00 to 44:15] 

Many museums and countries are reluctant to repatriate items in their collections for a multitude of reasons, despite many items’ no being addressed for returns and no longer serving any scientific purpose by being retained as all that can be known about them is known. Although there is law in place in regard to holding human remains, The Human Tissue Act being once such example, there are many loopholes that allow museums and countries to deny the return of remains[footnoteRef:16]. The Human Tissue Act was passed in 2004 as a result of the recommendations of a report from the Royal Liverpool Children’s inquiry after the Alder Hey scandal[footnoteRef:17], where the removal and storage of human tissue took place without given consent[footnoteRef:18]. Overseen by the Human Tissue Authority (HTA), the act regulates issues regarding to human tissues[footnoteRef:19]. The HTA is also responsible for issuing licenses for the public display of human remains and tissues (not including gametes, hair, and nails) if the material is under 100 years old and written consent from the person had not been given[footnoteRef:20]. An example where licensing was needed was for ‘Bodies… The Exhibition’[footnoteRef:21], an exhibition of human remains treated with plastic, as less than 100 years had passed after their deaths. Section 47 subsection 2 of the Human Tissue Act allows institutes such as museums to transfer human remains of 1000 years and below if deemed appropriate[footnoteRef:22]. Although this can enable remains to be returned to their original countries and communities, it also allows the denial of repatriation claims. In 2008, for example, the British Museum repatriated 9 human bone fragments to the New Zealand Te Papa Museum[footnoteRef:23]. However, the claim had been made to both the bone fragments and 7 Mokomokai, which were not returned as the museum deemed it unclear as to whether funerary practices had been disturbed and whether the importance of the remains to the Māori was greater than what the heads could give as sources of information about human history[footnoteRef:24]. Despite these statements, all that can be known about Mokomokai is known[footnoteRef:25] and their funerary practice had certainly been disturbed as originally these sacred remains were kept and only brought out for special occasions[footnoteRef:26]. It is likely only because the museum did not want to lose exhibition items that they could benefit from that they did not return the remains. [16:  Turnbull, P. and Pickering, M. (2010) pp.30.]  [17:  https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC1119560/]  [18:  http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/health/4944018.stm]  [19:  https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2004/30/notes/division/]  [20:  https://archive.hta.gov.uk/faqs/public-display-anatomical-specimens]  [21:  http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/health/4772739.stm]  [22:  https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2004/30/notes/division/5/3/2/2]  [23:  https://www.britishmuseum.org/our-work/departments/human-remains/request-repatriation-human-remains-new-zealand]  [24:  https://www.britishmuseum.org/our-work/departments/human-remains/request-repatriation-human-remains-new-zealand]  [25:  https://www.britishmuseum.org/our-work/departments/human-remains/request-repatriation-human-remains-new-zealand]  [26:  https://www.researchgate.net/publication/266473796_Mokomokai_Commercialization_and_Desacralization] 

It has been suggested that the theft of indigenous ancestral remains can best be described as a form of genocide[footnoteRef:27], and that returning these remains can help to heal the traumatic events that these groups went through in the past[footnoteRef:28]. Western society and indigenous societies have very different views towards those who came before us. Although western society focuses more on direct biological links and lose meaning the older they are, indigenous societies are less affected by these factors[footnoteRef:29]. As a result of this, Western museums and countries tend to view human remains more as an item that can give us an insight into the past than human beings – this is, however, only once they have reached a certain undetermined age. Events such as the Alder Hey Hospital scandal show that people do care about how more recent human remains are handled, though displays like those of the Egyptian mummies also show that there is a line drawn somewhere in the ages as to what is an actable display of human remains. [27:  Turnbull, P. and Pickering, M. (2010) pp.15.]  [28:  Fforde C., Hubert J., Turnbull P., 2004. pp.6.]  [29:  Smith, L. (2004)] 

Human remains are illegally sold across a variety of platforms on the internet[footnoteRef:30]. Despite attempts to control this, practice it can be difficult to prevent due to a number of factors, and new listings can appear at any time. Due to their popularity, war trophies can sell quickly and for a range of prices. This opens up an opportunity for groups such as the ‘Black Diggers’ in Russia to form[footnoteRef:31]. Whilst war trophies have been collected throughout time for a variety of reasons, for example for a warrior to show prowess, these items have gone from something cultural that would have been buried with their collector[footnoteRef:32], to something that can be sold to a specific market. Many people collect items of war, even those who have never seen it. Something once culturally practiced became something done out of lust and a way to financially profit. Even human remains are sought after by some collectors, though sometimes these are faked. In 2005 Royal Malaysian customs seized a cargo of multiple human crania[footnoteRef:33]. Looking at some of these analysts can tell that although real skulls are used, fake cultural symbols have been carved into them, or older real cultural remains have been touched up to appear more exotic and collectable[footnoteRef:34]. Practices such as these are incredibly unethical as where the remains came from and whether their consent had been given is unknown, and that they have been disturbed and modified to sell is deeply unsettling. [30:  https://publisher.unimas.my/ojs/index.php/BJK/article/view/3622]  [31:  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wglJxY6i77E]  [32:  Quigley, C. (2005) pp.249.]  [33:  https://publisher.unimas.my/ojs/index.php/BJK/article/view/3622]  [34:  https://publisher.unimas.my/ojs/index.php/BJK/article/view/3622] 

All exhibitions are inherently ethical in nature. The decision as to what to display and whether it is appropriate to do so in the current day and age is important in heritage concerns. Items that can cause divisive opinions, like the Mokomokai, must be thoroughly considered as what is chosen to be displayed and what is chosen to be repatriated is representative of the morals of the institute, its constituents, and the country. To conclude, the international trade of material of conflict is a matter of a moral concern to a great extent.
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