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

Introduction
The International trade of battlefield and military relic material is commonplace in the modern day, in which as little as a simple Google search can find countless examples of purchasable historical relics which were used on the field of battle. These could be anything, from shards of metal from fallen planes or damaged tanks, to helmets worn by soldiers who fought in the battles. Though, it is certain that trade of these materials is far from a modern day idea; the invention of the internet and online shopping sites such as eBay, have undeniably made it much easier for most individuals to access these items. Whilst these artefacts are certainly significant due to the historical and cultural value they hold, there is a whole other layer to the value of them also; the memory of what these items stand for, the memories attached to them as well as the lives lost, or perhaps saved, as a result of artefacts such as these. 
This essay will consider some examples of how trading these items affect matters such as culture, the glorification of warfare, the authenticity of these artefacts, and the legal circumstances of these items. Ultimately, this essay will conclude to exactly which extent the International trade of battlefield and military relics is a matter of moral concern, and whether trading such items has primarily a positive or a negative impact on the ways in which we remember and commemorate warfare. 
Honouring the Dead
[bookmark: _Hlk173317152][bookmark: _Hlk173317107]Firstly, one must consider the obvious issue surrounding the trade of military and battlefield relics. That being the respect and honour for those who lost their lives, be it on the field of battle, or as a result of the atrocities committed by their fellow man in acts of genocide and massacre. Where these acts take place are, of course, often mass gravesites. This often means that in order for one to get their hands on these relics, they must search the ruins of where the event occurred. This means disturbing the resting places of the dead in order to obtain these artefacts. Whilst this can be done correctly, under legal supervision, and by professionals, this is not always the case. Phyllis Messenger, of the University of Minnesota in her book, The Ethics of Collecting Cultural Property: Whose Culture? Whose Property? documents that oftentimes, these items may have been illegitimately taken by grave-robbers and looters. In instances such as these, one may not have taken any care in how they obtained such items, perhaps even doing more damage to the dead, the artefacts, and the locations in the process.[footnoteRef:1] This is because many of these looters are likely completely uninterested in the history or the circumstances surrounding the matter, and instead are purely after the monetary value of the item. The unfortunate truth regarding this is that in instances, such as this, all historical value is stripped from these items when they are taken from the body. Dr. John Carmen, an Archaeologist and lecturer for the University of Birmingham, in the book, The Familiar Past? Archaeologies of Later Historical Britain, within his chapter ‘Bloody Meadows: The Places of Battle’, States that the relics of the battlefield ‘always and everywhere, they concern nothing but terror, pain, killing and blood.’[footnoteRef:2] Here, Carmen is saying that these relics have a dark, bloody history to them, and thus they must be handled with care due to the memories associated with such items. This is something these illegal looters often fail to do. One example that can be considered in relation to Carmen’s point is dog tags; though the dog tags still have the name and the information surrounding the person they were taken from engraved on them, the body no longer has the dog tags, making identification of the body considerably harder, should any professionals attempt to identify it. Furthermore, the memories associated with the dog tags are removed from the body, should the family of the fallen soldier wish to keep them for commemoration of the dead, this can no longer happen as the dog tags are no longer with the body. [1:  Phyllis Mauch Messenger,  The Ethics of Collecting Cultural Property: Whose Culture? Whose Property? ( Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1989).]  [2:  John Carmen, ‘Bloody Meadows: The Places of Battle’, in The Familiar Past? Archaeologies of Later Historical Britain, Sarah Tarlow & Susie West (Eds) (London: Routledge, 1999). p. 243.] 
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Description automatically generated]One notorious example of amateur archeological digs which received tremendous backlash from Archeologists is Craig Gottleib, a trader of military artefacts.[footnoteRef:3] Gottleib is known to be quite a controversial figure for his selling of Nazi artefacts, and especially for the show which he was a main cast member in; Nazi War Diggers.[footnoteRef:4] The British Daily Newspaper, The Guardian, reports that in its simplest terms the show ‘features a team of historians, relic hunters and a military antiquities dealer travelling to battlefield sites with metal detectors and unearthing human remains and military hardware.’[footnoteRef:5] This is an accurate observation of the show; there are no professional archaeologists involved, and clearly the show had one sole purpose, to gather items for Gottleib to ultimately sell on, and to profit from the artefacts on the battlefield. The unprofessionalism of this television series is further supported in this article with a quote from the Director of the Centre for Battlefield Archaeology for the University of Glasgow Dr Tony Pollard. Pollard is reported as saying ‘There was a publicity image of this group posed around an unearthed skeleton – it’s truly distasteful’.[footnoteRef:6] Here, we can see the distinct lack of respect for the dead presented by this group, in their poor excuse of archaeology, they seemingly have no real understanding of what they are digging up, and they portray a complete disregard for both the bodies, and the artefacts they are finding. In instances such as Nazi War Diggers, and specifically in relation to Craig Gottleib, one can see that the International trade of battlefield relics is purely not a moral concern, he does this work for one thing; monetary gain. [3:  Military Trader, Craig Gottlieb Auctions reports record sell-through, (2011) <https://www.militarytrader.com/militaria-collecting-101/craig-gottlieb-auctions-reports-record-sell-through> [Accessed 25/07/2024].]  [4:  David Barnett, ‘Channel 5 accused of supporting 'grave-robbing' over TV show Battlefield Recovery’, The Guardian, Friday 8th January 2016 <https://www.theguardian.com/media/2016/jan/08/channel-5-accused-of-supporting-grave-robbing-over-tv-show-battlefield-recovery> [Accessed 25/07/2024].]  [5:  Ibid.]  [6:  Ibid.] 
Fig 1: Nazi War Diggers posing with a skeleton, one  clear example of a lack of respect for the dead.

Furthermore, the sales of items of particularly illicit or negative origins, such as Nazi artefacts can understandably cause controversy in themselves, without individuals such as Gottleib and his team disrespecting the dead on television, and on other platforms. There is also the point to be made about the victims of the atrocities committed by the Nazis and other forces with similar ideologies. As recently as July 2022, The BBC reported that the Auction company, Alexander Historical Auctions has been criticised by Jewish leaders; after a watch that is believed to have been given to Adolf Hitler in 1933 with his initials, and Nazi insignias engraved on it was sold at an auction in Maryland in the United States.[footnoteRef:7] The Senior Vice President for the auction company attempted to defend the sale of the watch by stating that ‘Whether good or bad history, it must be preserved.’[footnoteRef:8] However, whilst there is certainly truth to this statement, and it is indeed essential to maintain and preserve history; one must consider that surely there is a better way to preserve such history than selling it on to an anonymous bidder for the highest price. Alexander Historical Auctions do not know where it is going; the individual which bought the watch could have nefarious intentions, such as creating a Neo-Nazi shrine to glorify Hitler’s actions. With this in mind, how can they claim to be attempting to ‘preserve history’ when there is instead a chance they are outright allowing items such as this to be sold to possibly allow someone to rewrite history and fetishize atrocities? Surely, then they have not considered the victims of Hitler’s actions, nor have they considered nature of the individual they have sold the item to, since the buyer was anonymous.[footnoteRef:9] Though of course, the intention of the buyer may well be to preserve the watch in a legitimate manner, one cannot be certain. Therefore, as far as Alexander Historical auctions was concerned once more this was done purely for the money, the moral concerns did not cross their minds when selling such an artefact. Perhaps had they considered these factors, they would instead provide the watch to a museum, or an educational institution; so that it could be preserved and viewed with the context that such an item should be associated with. There have also been cases of complete disregard for the public, one such example is from May 2021 where an antique shop in Lyndhurst in England had a full display of Nazi artefacts, appearing as if it were in a museum, though with no context presented with the memorabilia.[footnoteRef:10] The display included Nazi helmets, insignias, a Military Uniform and medals. This once more shows that very little thought went into how this could be seen as offensive, and that moral considerations were clearly not on the [image: A glass shelf with a helmet and plates

Description automatically generated]mind of the shop owners when they set up this display and put these items up for sale for all customers to see, with seemingly no warning at all. The display was eventually taken down after the store acknowledged that it could cause ‘offense and distress.’[footnoteRef:11] In all of the above cases, it must be concluded that respect for the dead, and the victims in the events surrounding these items were not considered. For the rest of the world, it would seem that this is a clear moral concern, though those who sell the products do not consider any morality issues with what they are doing until they receive backlash for it. [7:  BBC News, ‘Hitler's watch sells for $1.1m in controversial sale’, 29th July 2022 <https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-us-canada-62355010> [Accessed 25/07/2024].]  [8:  Ibid.]  [9:  Ibid.]  [10:  BBC News, ‘Lyndhurst Antiques Centre apology over Nazi memorabilia’, 25th May 2021. <https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-hampshire-57242468> [Accessed 25/07/2024].]  [11:  Ibid.] 
Fig 2: Image of the display found at Lyndhurst Antiques Centre.

Cultural Heritage
Another way in which the International trade of battlefield and military relics is a matter of moral concern is from the perspective of cultural importance which these relics may possess in certain areas. In instances wherein these relics are taken from the land and shipped off overseas, they take with them the story of what exactly that relic was doing there, and by extension, what happened to it during that time. One such example where this has been the case was presented by Sharon Waxman, an American Journalist and Author, in her book, Loot: the battle over the stolen treasures of the ancient world. In this book, Waxman provides the example of a shipwreck discovered in 2007. The ship was found in Spanish waters by American deep-sea explorers, and The Wreckage was found to be a Spanish Galleon, which was sunk by a British Warship in 1804.[footnoteRef:12] Gold was found aboard the ship to the value of around $500 million, and the Spanish claimed it as ‘cultural heritage’.[footnoteRef:13] Initially this would seem straight-forward enough, since the wreckage was that of a Spanish Ship, [image: A shipwreck under water

Description automatically generated]found in Spanish waters. However, when the Spanish Government attempted to raise this in a court in Florida, it was found that the gold that was amongst the shipwreck was, in fact, stolen from Peru. This would, of course, complicate matters since with this new information, as the gold should be returned to the state that rightfully owns it, that being Peru. This is a matter of moral concern, as well as a legal matter, since the gold itself has been stolen. Though, at the same time the Galleon belonged to the Spanish. If they own the shipwreck, then by extension, they must also own the gold, even if the gold was illegitimately taken and should not be recognised as Spanish property. The unfortunate reality of this instance is that this debate was more centred around the gold than the shipwreck itself. Here, perhaps on a National scale, we see the same greed that was previously mentioned when discussing individuals such as Gottleib. Of course, however the point still stands that the argument of cultural heritage in this example is evidence that morality must come into question when discussing matters such as this; even if they may not be the sole centre point of the argument, they will still find their way into the discussion.  [12:  Sharon Waxman, Loot : the battle over the stolen treasures of the ancient world, (New York: Times Books, 2008). P.8.]  [13:  Ibid. p.8] 
Fig 3: Wreckage of a Spanish Galleon, not too dissimilar to the example provided.

Another American Journalist, Karl E. Meyer in his 1977 book, The Plundered Past: the Traffic in Art Treasures, notes that the impact of looting and trading these relics is really no different to the impact of a bulldozer colliding into the historical artefact.[footnoteRef:14] He furthers this by giving the example of the whale, and those who kill the creature. He argues that although there will be memories of the whale, some books, and maybe models or stuffed whales in museums, it will not be the real thing. The whale as a living specimen will be erased.[footnoteRef:15] He furthers his point by stating the following: [14:  Karl E. Meyer, The Plundered Past: the Traffic in Art Treasures, (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1977). p.206.]  [15:  Ibid, p.206.] 

	‘But it will be a different kind of life, because we will have lost the chance to study a unique creature whose habits are still obscure, whose songs can now be heard but not yet understood, and whose image pervades our literature and folklore.’[footnoteRef:16]  [16:  Ibid, p.206.] 

Here, Meyer is making the point that when we lose these artefacts, when they are stripped from the locations they belong, be it by looters, or even moved to new locations in places such as museums, that is the real history gone. Even though replications and models can be made of such artefacts, and even if they are still left intact but moved elsewhere, the chance to study and learn directly from the artefact has changed. Thus, they should preserved where they are when possible. There could always be ways to do this, such as having signs which contain the historical information associated with said relic. Whilst there is some truth to Meyer’s argument, it must be acknowledged that things cannot always remain in one place. For example, if they are a potential danger to society, such as unexploded landmines. Though, here Meyer is not necessarily speaking of military relics, but instead thinking on a more broad perspective. The point can still be made that we should not move, destroy, or change any relics, military or otherwise, which do not pose any danger; nor as long as they are not under any serious risk of damage themselves. However, the issue with leaving such artefacts untouched, is of course that they are more prone to vandalism and natural, or unintentional human damage. This, once more furthers the point that the international trade of military and battlefield relics is certainly a matter of moral concern since there is a moral basis; not only regarding the historical impact of these relics, but additionally for whether these artefacts are safe to remain where they are.
Legalities on the Trade of Battlefield and Military Relics
As of 1970, the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) has attempted to further prevent the illicit trade of battlefield relics and artefacts. UNESCO did this by creating the Convention on the means of prohibiting and of ownership of cultural property, preventing the illicit import, export and trade.[footnoteRef:17] This convention is a legal instrument which states that these artefacts are ‘cultural property’.[footnoteRef:18] Article 7a of this convention expends upon this by stating that it is the responsibility of the state to enforce necessary measures to ensure that the illicit trade of these items is prevented as to prevent damage to the items, and the land they come from; thus, preserving ‘Cultural heritage.’[footnoteRef:19] Article 9, also expands upon this point stating that states must work together in order to prevent the illegal import and export of these items within their borders.[footnoteRef:20] Whilst this convention is undeniably stating these points from more of a legal perspective than that of a moral standpoint; the moral argument is still present in that the items in question are considered to be cultural heritage. This, combined with the apparent immoral means in which some of these relics are obtained, stands, in itself, to be a moral argument in that the point remains that it is considered immoral to trade these items illegally, as recognised by law. [17:  Unesco, Convention on the means of prohibiting and of ownership of cultural property, preventing the illicit import, export and trade, (1970) <https://www.unesco.org/en/legal-affairs/convention-means-prohibiting-and-preventing-illicit-import-export-and-transfer-ownership-cultural?hub=416#item-2>  [Accessed 31/07/2024].]  [18:  Ibid, Article 4.]  [19:  Ibid, Article 7a.]  [20:  Ibid, Article 9.] 

Alternatives to Trading
An additional factor to consider when understanding to which extent International trade of battlefield and military relics are a matter of moral concern is the purposes in which the relics and artefacts are utilised after they have been traded. As mentioned previously, the intentions of the buyer or receiver of these relics may not always be pure. Some individuals may be attempting to re-write history and glorify atrocious acts, others may be hoping to use the relic for a purpose far removed from its initial meaning, others may just want to own it and keep it for themselves, or in some other cases the relics have been used in films.[footnoteRef:21] Whilst, of course, in instances where individuals have purchased these items and as a result should be allowed to use them as they so wish, that does not always mean that it is the most morally correct thing to do. This is especially the case with memorabilia and artefacts which have come from battlefields and other environments where atrocities have been committed. For example, medals earned by soldiers in conflict, these medals should belong to the soldier that earned them; alive or dead, should these items be unable to go to them, perhaps they belong with that person’s family, though it must be acknowledged it is not always so easy to identify where the owner or inheritor may be. This further raises the question of whether the individual would even want these medals. For example, some Veterans of the Vietnam War threw their medals at the west entrance of the U.S. Capitol building in protest of the War, and the government.[footnoteRef:22] In instances such as this, it is apparent that these Veterans would not want their medals back, this then raises another question- what happens to them? In this instance, a veteran who threw his medals was asked, to which he replied; ‘I guess somebody will sweep them up and throw them away. We sure as hell don't want them anymore.’[footnoteRef:23] In scenarios such as this, perhaps the sale of such relics could be justified as it is apparent that the Veterans want nothing to do with the medals. However, this then raises the question of who receives the money from selling the medals. Certainly not the soldiers who the medals belonged to, thus once again someone is profiteering from war. Perhaps the veteran’s idea of just throwing them away is justifiable, but then again that would be destroying a key part of history. Thus in this instance, from a moral perspective, these medals should still be preserved and kept in a secure area for them to be stored, though they may never have another purpose. Surely it is better for them to remain protected, than for them to be discarded or sold. [21:  The Tank Museum, Working on Fury (2022) <https://tankmuseum.org/article/working-on-fury> [Accessed 27/07/2024].]  [22:  New York Times, ‘Veterans Discard Medals In War Protest at Capitol’, April 24th 1971. <https://www.nytimes.com/1971/04/24/archives/veterans-discard-medals-in-war-protest-at-capitol-veterans-discard.html> [Accessed 26/07/2024].]  [23:  Ibid.] 

Conclusion
In conclusion, the International trade of battlefield and military relic material is undeniably a matter of moral concern. These relics have been used for a number of purposes, some of which are highly controversial and even outright offensive to some individuals. Whilst the question remains of how is the best way to preserve these items, trading these items removes a lot of the context of them, context which certainly should never be forgotten. However, it would seem that those who trade these items, may claim to be doing it for moral reasons, though the idea of profiteering from the suffering and pain which surrounds many of these artefacts, is considerably immoral. Thus, one must conclude that whilst the trade of these relics and artefacts is certainly a moral concern, human greed often steps in the way of doing that which is moral, and instead opens the path for immoral schemes to take place. Though this isn’t to say the intentions of all buyers of these relics are malicious, certainly some must purely wish to preserve and protect these relics, though unfortunately, one can never be certain of a buyer’s intentions for such items. These points, combined with the stance on what counts as cultural heritage, it is easy to see that moral concerns surround battlefield and military relics, since sometimes it is unclear who even owns said items. 
__________________________________________________________________________________
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