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Introduction 

 
This issue refers to the ongoing ethical, legal and political debate about cultural 
objects taken often through looting, coercion, or unequal exchange during the 
colonial era (15th-20th century) that are now being held in European museums 
and private collections. In 1978, UNESCO Secretary General Amadou-Mahtar 
M’Bow compared cultural colonial objects to ‘witnesses in history’. Their 
treatment and care is one of the most debated questions of our time. During the 
colonial period, European powers such as Britain, France, Germany, Belgium, 
and the Netherlands expanded their empires across Africa and Asia. Alongside 
territory and resources they also seized artworks, religious items, sculptures, 
manuscripts, and other cultural artifacts from colonized people. These 
historical artifacts were taken in many ways such as; wars or military campaigns, 
missionary activities, or colonial administration. Some examples are; The Benin 
Bronzes that were taken by the British forces from the Kingdom of Benin, now 
Nigeria, in 1897, The Rosetta Stone which was taken from Egypt by the British 
forces in 1801 after defeating Napoleon, and The Parthenon Marbles that were 
removed from Greece by again the British forces, and are now being displayed 
in the British museum. The core matter of these seized historical artifacts is 
who should own them, the European museums that currently hold them or the 
countries and communities that these artifacts were taken from. There are 
many arguments that are trying to resolve this issue; moral arguments that 
suggest that stolen heritage must be returned, legal arguments, and cultural 
arguments. In recent years, there has been growing pressure for repatriation of 
these artifacts and some progress has been made. France, Germany and 
museums in the United Kingdom and the United States have completed the 
return of some artifacts. However, many institutions like the British Museum 
still resist the repatriation of these citing legal restrictions and preservation 
concerns, or the idea that “universal museums” serve all humanity. This issue is 
not just about art, it’s about decolonization, cultural sovereignty, and 
confronting the legacy of imperialism.  
 

Definition of Key Terms 
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Artefact: an object that has been made by a person, such as a tool or a 
decoration, especially one that is of historical interest (Cambridge Dictionary, 1) 
 
Retroactive: effective from a particular date in the past (Britannica, 1) 
 
Provenance: a place of origin, esp that of a work of art or archaeological 
specimen (Collins Dictionary, 1) 
 
Coercion: the practice of persuading someone to do something by using force 
or threats. 
 
Loot: Money and valuable objects that have been stolen, especially by an army 
or from a defeated enemy or by thieves. (Cambridge Dictionary, 2) 
 
Art and Cultural Property Repatriation: Art and cultural property 
repatriation, the return of art or other cultural objects to their country or 
culture of origin. It differs from art restitution, which is typically used to 
describe instances in which a piece of art or other cultural object is returned to 
an individual, rather than to a country or people. Many discussions of 
repatriation focus on “cultural property,” a term defined by UNESCO as 
“property which, on religious or secular grounds, is specifically designated by 
each State as being of importance for archaeology, prehistory, history, literature, 
art or science.” Over the course of the 20th and into the 21st century, the issue of 
repatriation has been an important and often contentious topic for museums 
and other institutions that store, display, and care for cultural property as laws 
and mores surrounding such items have developed and changed over time. 
(Britannica, 2) 
 
Restitution: Restitution is the act of giving back to a person something that was 
lost or stolen, or of paying them money for the loss. (Collins Dictionary, 2) 
 
Colonial Era: The Colonial era refers to the period from the late 15th century 
to the mid-20th century when European powers established colonies across 
Asia, Africa, and the Americas. This era was marked by the expansion of 
empires, driven by economic interests, religious motivations, and the desire for 
territorial dominance. (Fiveable, 1) 
 
Cultural Heritage Laws: Cultural Heritage Laws means all applicable Laws 
relating to the protection, reconnaissance and preservation of archaeological, 
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historical or cultural evidence, remains, sites, features or artifacts. (Law Insider, 
1) 
 
Bilateral Agreements: A bilateral agreement, also called a clearing trade or 
side deal, refers to an agreement between parties or states that aims to keep 
trade deficits to a minimum. It varies depending on the type of agreement, 
scope, and the countries that are involved in the agreement. (Corporate Finance 
Institute, 1) 
 
 

Major Actors Involved 
 
France 
 
During the 19th and 20th centuries, France colonized large parts of West Africa, 
North Africa, and Southeast Asia. French administrators, archeologists, and 
collectors at the time took many artifacts from countries such as Benin, Mali, 
Senegal, Algeria, Cambodia, and Vietnam. Subsequently, these objects ended up 
in national French museums including the Louvre. Although France is one of 
the countries who holds the most cultural artifacts, it has also taken a leading 
role among European powers in addressing repatriation. In 2018 French 
President Emmanuel Macron commissioned a report by historian Bénédicte 
Savoy and writer Felwine Sarr, which led to the conclusion that African artifacts 
taken during the colonial times should be returned to the origin of source. This 
led to the return of 26 artworks that were seized by French colonial soldiers in 
1892, to Benin. After the repatriation of these objects, it is believed that about 
90% of Africa’s cultural heritage is in Europe. The Quai Branly museum alone 
holds over 70,000 African historical artifacts. The same 2018 report 
commissioned by the French government said that around 46,000 of them 
shıould be qualified for repatriation. Ever since, France has returned several 
other objects to former colonies in Africa and are planning on continuing to do 
so. France alongside repatriation has also put forward its first comprehensive 
law on July 30th, 2025 allowing for restitution of colonial-era objects that 
additionally allows exemptions for cultural property that were taken between 
the periods of 1815 and 1972 by force or duress. If this law is approved, it will 
require; formal request from a sovereign state, Conseil d’Etat approval, for the 
restituted objects to be publicly exhibited, proven to have been stolen, looted, or 
inappropriately transferred, and for post-1972 cases tıo go through civil court.  
 
Germany 
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In the course of the colonial-era, Germany controlled territories in Namibia 
(German Southwest Africa), Tanzania (German East Africa), Cameroon, Togo, 
and parts of Papua New Guinea in which they took thousands of cultural 
artifacts from that entered a variety of German museums. One of the most 
high-profile artifact issues concerning Germany was the Benin Bronzes. 
Although Germany was not the colonial power in Benin, the Ethnologisches 
Museum in Germany obtained 503 objects from the Kingdom of Benin through 
art markets and auctions. Which made Germany the largest holder of the Benin 
Bronzes besides the United Kingdom. In 2021, Germany announced one of the 
most significant returns in history, committing to returning hundreds of Benin 
Bronzes to Nigeria. Some of these were physically transferred in 2022-2023. 
Additionally, Germany updated their government guidelines to require 
provenance research and ethical restitution. This made Germany a global leader 
in decolonization and repatriation efforts with established funding for 
provenance efforts, creation of specialized institutions for colonial heritage 
reviews, and the encouragement of federal and state museums to engage in 
voluntary restitution.  
 
Belgium 
 
Throughout the colonial era Belgium controlled The Congo Free State (now the 
Democratic Republic of Congo), Rwanda, and Burundi. During this time the 
Belgian state and private collectors removed tens of thousands of  cultural 
objects, often through unethical ways and explorative “scientific missions”. One 
of the largest institutions still holding onto these historical artifacts removed 
from various countries is the AfricaMuseum located in Brussels. A particular 
necklace with 10 bright gilded copper beads on silk and red glass jewels on an 
intricate medallion, reputed to have belonged to a 19th century trader of 
enslaved people, was on display for years but no one knew that the jewelry 
actually came from central Africa to be in Belgium. The first registration of the 
necklace in the museum was in 1959. A decade earlier, a resident of the former 
Belgian Congo had tried to sell the necklace to the museum but was 
unsuccessful. The archives said that this resident had acquired the necklace 
from a Belgian mechanic, he had bought it from a Congolese chief. In reality, 
this story hid so many complicated truths and violence. The necklace had 
actually belonged to Yakaumbu Kamanda Lumpungu, chief of the Songye 
people in Kabinda. Lumpungu was hanged in 1936, with the accusation of a 
double murder, which his family denied. The necklace was a heritage from his 
father and was given to his favorite wife, Mfute. His relatives did not believe that 
his parting with the necklace was voluntary. Nearly 90 years after Lumpungu’s 
death the necklace is still one of the dozens of objects on display in an 
exhibition on provenance of the now AfricanMuseum. Despite stories like this, 
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in 2022, Belgium announced a responsible restitution of historical artifacts that 
were removed from their origins “unlawfully”. Subsequently, in 2023 and 2024, 
the Belgian government began formally transferring ownership of selected 
artifacts to the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC).   
 
The United Kingdom 
 
The United Kingdom (UK) was one of the largest colonial empires, removing 
mass quantities of cultural artifacts from regions including: Nigeria, Ghana, 
Sudan, Kenya, India, Pakistan, Sri Lanka, and Egypt. Like all major colonial 
powers during this era the UK also took these objects during military 
expeditions, punitive raids, or unequal colonial governance. Some of the major 
cases concerning looted artifacts were; the Benin Bronzes, alongside Germany, 
which were taken during the British punitive expedition in Benin in 1897. 
Another infamous case were the Ethiopian Maqdala Treasures, that were taken 
in 1868 during the British invasion of Maqdala, and included crowns, 
manuscripts, talbots, and royal objects. The UK’s biggest obstacle to restitution is 
the British Museum Act of 1963 and similar laws like it. Laws like this prohibits 
British national museums from permanently giving away or deaccessing items, 
except in very limited circumstances. These make the UK far more resistant to 
repatriation than France or Germany. Although the UK is strongly resisting full 
restitution, the UK government gives long-term loans of these objects to 
countries like Greece, Nigeria, and Ethiopia. Also, university museums such as 
Oxford or Cambridge began returning African artifacts after several internal 
interviews, along with the Church of England which returned some sacred 
Ethiopian objects.  
 

GENERAL OVERVIEW  
 
Historical Context of Artifacts Seized in the Colonial Era  
 
During European colonial expansion, from the 15th century to the 20th century, 
colonial powers such as Britain, France, Germany, Belgium, Portugal, and the 
Netherlands systematically removed cultural artifacts from the territories that 
they controlled. These seizures occurred through a variety of methods, 
including coercion, theft, military raids, and government-sanctioned 
“collecting” campaigns. European museums and private collectors were 
expanding rapidly at the time, colonizers were filling museums with the cultural 
artifacts they had acquired, with the idea of having mastery in the world. As a 
result artifacts such as manuscripts, architectural pieces and other valuable 
artifacts were transported to Europe and were displayed as symbols of imperial 
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power, cultural superiority, or achievement. Most of the removal of artifacts 
happened under conditions where the source communities had little to no legal 
or political ability to refuse. However, as colonized areas began to assert their 
national identities and regain independence, the return of cultural artifacts 
became important to reclaim. In many cases, artifacts were displayed in ways 
that were disrespectful or demeaning to the origin communities that they were 
taken from. As an example, in August of 2018, Germany returned human 
remains to Namibia, which were named the first genocide of the twentieth 
century. Moreover, with examination these remains were found to be proof of 
European racial superiority by the Nazi regime. In addition to nation-states 
demanding the return of objects associated with their national identity, many 
groups have started identifying objects of their heritage and are fighting after 
their return.  
 
The Effects of Artifact removal on Source Nations 
 
The removal of cultural artifacts during the colonial period has had long-lasting 
consequences for many source nations, affecting cultural identity, historical 
continuity, and post-colonial development. “I think many countries still have 
not acknowledged the harm that was done during colonialism and particularly 
the resources, both natural and cultural, that were taken violently from these 
other areas of the world”, says Patty Gerstenblith, director of the Center for Art, 
Museum and Cultural Heritage Law at DePaul University in Chicago. The 
absence of these artifacts have created gaps in cultural memory, and weakened 
the ability of future generations to connect with the heritage. For many nations, 
the absence of stolen artifacts serves as a reminder of the broader injustices of 
colonial rule. For instance, in the case of The Benin Bronzes of Nigeria the loss 
of these bronzes also meant the loss of royal history and cultural continuity for 
the local Edo people. After this tragedy Nigeria had to rebuild its entire 
historical narratives without access to its own royal court records which were 
captured inside the bronze sculpture. Or when the important religious 
manuscripts, crowns, and tabots which were considered sacred by The 
Ethiopian Orthodox Church were removed from Ethiopia after the British 
invasion, their removal disrupted religious tradition and spiritual life. Many 
manuscripts documenting Ethiopian history and literature remain in the UK, 
limiting domestic scholarship. As another example a key artifact, The Rosetta 
Stone,  for understanding ancient Egyptian writing and identity remained 
inaccessible to Egypt for over two centuries.  Egypt argues that its national 
narrative and Egyptology were shaped by European scholars instead of local 
experts due to this matter. Finally a matter that still shows its downsides today is 
the Khmer Sculptures that were removed from Cambodia under the French 
Colonial Rule. The temple sculptures were shipped to French museums during 
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the 19th and 20th centuries. Their presence was crucial for the reconstruction 
and preservation of sites like Angkor Wat. To this day this matter affects a major 
industry in Cambodia, cultural heritage tourism. 
 

Ethical Issues in the Ownership of Colonial Artifacts 
 
The ownership of colonial-era artifacts is one of the major questions of today’s 
cultural heritage debates and also this particular issue. The acquaintance of 
these objects involved violence, coercion, and unequal treaties that were directly 
linked to colonial authority. Even when the transactions were recorded and were 
“legal”, the source communities had no power to refuse the removal of artifacts. 
This raised the ethical concern of whether this consent was valid regarding the 
colonial context. The key issue here is the difference between legal ownership 
and moral ownership. One particular case was the Hopi and Navajo sacred 
masks. In June of 2014, a sale that took place at the Paris-based French auction 
house Eve was set to auction the Hopi and Navajo sacred masks. With the 
auction being announced to the public, the Hopi and Navajo representatives 
expressed their concerns about the provenance of the items. After these 
representatives spoke up, the Holocaust Art Restitution Project (HARP) based in 
the District of Columbia (D.C.) sought a judicial proceeding in France to 
suspend the event. However, The French Conseil des Ventes (Auction Houses 
Supervisory Board) refused this request raised by HARP. With this refusal, they 
disregarded their own ethical code which stipulated that they must exercise all 
due diligence in the investigation of any cultural objects of supposed illicit 
status, but this refusal also highlighted the gross inequality that is experienced 
by indigenous people in the French legislature. The reason for the refusal was 
specified as the Hopi and Navajo (and any subsequentNative American tribe) not 
having any legal capacities or standings to pursue cultural claims in France. 
With just this statement, they declared that no indigenous peoples of Native 
North America had legal existence under French law, disregarding their 
recognized status within American law. This decision also opened up the field 
for private auctions in France, which made the country a safe sanctuary for the 
illicit sale of indigenous cultural artifacts. Eventually, the sale of these sacred 
masks did not take place in 2014, and some of the items were successfully 
purchased back by the Hopi and Navajo tribe and some have been moved on to 
private collections or museums.  
 

Legal Barriers to Repatriation 
 
The repatriation of colonial-era artifacts is one of the most legally complex 
issues in cultural heritage policy. Although many of these artifacts were taken 
under conditions that are considered unethical today, international law offers 
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very limited mechanisms for the repatriation of items that were removed 
before modern regulations existed. A key legal barrier in most major heritage 
laws is that these laws are not retroactive meaning that they are not made 
according to the scope of prior times, including the 1970 UNESCO Convention 
on the Illicit Import, Export and Transfer of Ownership of Cultural Property. 
This also means that they only apply to objects that were removed after the 
1970s and not during the colonial era. Another obstacle is national legislation in 
European countries, which prevents museums from removing items from their 
collections. For example, the now changed British Museum Act of 1963 
prohibited the museum from permanently returning the artifacts in its 
possession, even if both parties agreed ethically. Similar restrictions also exist in 
Germany, France and other European countries, creating legal constraints on 
repatriation effects. Patriation also becomes almost impossible when the legal 
ownership of objects cannot be proven due to the gaps in provenance 
documentation. In addition, there are also disputes over what constitutes a legal 
acquisition. European institutions often try to argue that these historical 
artifacts were purchased or obtained through treaties that were recognized by 
colonial authorities. However, the counter argument that is raised in regards to 
this is that the fact that these agreements were held  in coercive conditions and 
should not be treated as valid under human rights norms. Finally, the process of 
patriation of these objects heavily relies on bilateral negotiations, which can take 
years or decades in some cases due to diplomatic issues, differing political 
interests, and how international law is implemented on each side. The absence 
of a legal or a global enforcement mechanism means that the repatriation of 
these objects depends on political will rather than legal obligation.  
 

Global Trends in Repatriation Efforts 
 
In recent decades, repatriation has become a central issue in international 
cultural policy, with increasing global momentum toward the colonial-era 
artifacts. A major global trend is the shift from strictly legal arguments to ethical 
diplomatic frameworks. This actually means that there is an improvement in 
the repatriation of these artifacts. Even when international law does not comply 
with the wants of the source nations of these objects, many institutions who 
were the possessors of these began voluntarily repatriating objects as part of 
broader efforts to address historical injustices and improve international 
relations. A specific example took place on January 23rd of 2024, when the Swiss 
Federal Office of Culture, in collaboration with the Archeological Service of the 
Canton of Grisons, voluntarily returned two cultural objects to the Greek 
embassy in Bern. This restitution was also in accordance with the Cultural 
Property Transfer Act (CPTA) and the 1970 UNESCO Convention, and it became 
a representation of a successful example of the impact of initiatives to raise 
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public awareness about the need to protect cultural heritage and demonstrate 
the importance of international collaboration. 
 

 

Timeline of Important Events 
 

Year Artefact: Event 

15th-17th 
Century  

Colonizati
on European nations including Portugal, Spain, the 

Netherlands, and Britain despatched ships across 
Africa, Asia, and the Americas during the era of 
exploration. Along the road, they gathered artefacts, 
treasures, sacred objects, and manuscripts as they 
traded, conquered, and colonised. 

15th 
Century 

- 
In the Americas Spanish conquistadors looted Aztec 
and Inca temples, taking gold, ceremonial objects, 
and sacred treasures back to Spain. Temples were 
destroyed, and cultural loss was enormous. 

15-16th 
Centuries  

Looting 
In Africa Portuguese and other Europeans collected 
gold, ivory, and cultural items for royal and private 
collections. This set the precedent for European 
museums centuries later. 

16th C - 
In Asia (16th c.), religious statues, manuscripts, and 
other treasures from India and Indonesia were taken 
by Dutch, Portuguese, and British traders to Europe. 

16-17th C - 
In Italy / Mediterranean Renaissance excavations 
recovered Greek and Roman statues, which ended 
up in royal or private collections. These were 
collected for study, prestige, and status. 

1799 Rosetta 
Stone 

During Napoleon‘s campaign in Egypt French 
soldiers discovered the Rosetta Stone while 
colonising the region. Britain also active in the area 
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later seized it after defeating the French the stone 
became a symbol of cultural conquest and was 
eventually taken to the British Museum. 

1801-1812 Parthenon 
Marbles 

 In Greece under Ottoman rule Lord Elkin removed 
the Parthenon marbles and ship them to Britain. 
This was during a period of colonial exploitation and 
dispute authority, as Greece did not have control 
over its own cultural heritage. Britain officially 
acquired the marbles in 1816 keeping them in British 
museum while Greece has been demanding their 
return ever since. 

1897 Benin 
Bronzes 

During the British punitive expedition in Nigeria, 
British forces looted the Benin bronzes from the 
Benin kingdom. thousands of plaques and sculptures 
were taken to Europe primarily to various museums 
sparking early debates over colonial test. Nigeria has 
been requesting their return highlighting the 
unethical removal of cultural treasures. 

1912-1913 Nefertiti 
Bust 

In Egypt, the Nefertiti Bust was discovered in 
Amarna by German archaeologist Ludwig Borchardt. 
It was brought to Germany under questionable 
circumstances and is now housed in the Neues 
Museum in Berlin.   Egypt continues to demand its 
return, citing it as a national treasure. 

1970 
 

Law 
Concerns about stolen cultural property were 
becoming more widespread, thus UNESCO passed 
the Convention Against Illicit Trafficking of Cultural 
Property.   I set rules to prevent illegal exports and 
mandated that stolen items be returned in the future.  
However, as many of them are still housed in 
museums overseas, it does not apply retrospectively 
to objects that were taken before 1970. 

2000s-202
0s 

Countries 
Demandin
g their 
return 

Egypt, Greece, and Nigeria were included to the 
countries that request return of their artefacts 
through diplomatic channels, legal claims, and 
public campaigns.   When some museums started 
voluntarily returning artefacts, discussions about 
ethics, ownership, and repatriation expanded 
internationally. 
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Related Documents 
 

●​ Decolonizing collections: A legal perspective on the restitution of cultural artifacts - 
Camille Labadie -  Link​
 

●​ Can international law provide Greece with a suitable avenue for the Parthenon 
Marbles repatriation? - University of South Australia Law Review - Link​
 

●​ The Parthenon Marbles and the Future of Cultural Repatriation - Fordham 
International Law Journal -  Link​
 

●​ Should They Go Back? Problems of International Law and the Elgin Marbles - 
Michigan Journal of International Law - Link 

 

●​ The Parthenon Marbles and International Law - Book by Catharine Titi - Link 

 

●​ Cultural Heritage Management and International Law: Restitution of the Benin 
Bronzes - Joelle Jackson - Link​
 

●​ Returning the Benin Bronzes: An Analysis Under International and U.S. Law - Elaine 
Kim - Link​
 

●​ Repatriation of ancient Benin bronzes to Nigeria: reflection on copyright and related 
issues - Journal of Intellectual Property Law & Practice -  Link​
 

●​ Echoes of History: Legacies of the Benin Bronzes and Restitution Within the Black 
Atlantic - Cambridge Core / Journal of African History - Link​
 

●​ General article on Benin Bronzes restitution + Benin customary law - Santander Art 
& Culture Law Review - Link 

 

Past Solution Attempts 
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When​‍​‌‍​‍‌​‍​‌‍​‍‌ the European powers started their expansion in Africa, Asia, and the 
Americas in the 15th century after the Renaissance, they took cultural artifacts 
from the regions under their control. Gold, ivory, statues, and manuscripts were 
frequently plundered by soldiery, administrators, and collectors. .  Gold, ivory, 
statues, and manuscripts were often seized by soldiers, administrators, and 
collectors. Although this was sometimes presented as "protection" or scientific 
study, the fact remains that it was mostly colonial looting. Think about the 
Rosetta Stone. It was taken by French troops during Napoleon's expedition to 
Egypt in 1799. . The Treaty of Alexandria handed it over to Britain. Other 
instances are the Parthenon Marbles that Lord Elgin took from Greece during 
1801-1812 and the Benin Bronzes, which were seized at the time of Britain's 
punitive mission in Nigeria in 1897. Such a record indicates that present-day 
museum shows are the result of power that has been unbalanced for a long time 
rather than a fair way of collecting. 
 
The newly independent nations fought for their cultural heritage in the middle 
of the 20th century. This brought up the question of how to treat the items 
forcibly taken under the laws of the past. The 1970 UNESCO Convention tried 
to solve these problems by obliging countries to criminalize the illegal trade in 
goods, keep records of their collections, monitor the exports of antiquities, and 
cooperate in the return of the stolen goods. Museums and collectors had to 
ensure the provenance of the objects acquired after 1970. This measure most 
likely lowered the present trafficking that also resulted in a large gap because 
many colonial-era items are not regulated by these provisions. The Parthenon 
Marbles, the Nefertiti Bust (1913), and the Rosetta Stone are still housed in the 
European institutions.  
 
Governments have tried to settle these conflicts since the Convention. In order 
to facilitate negotiations between countries, UNESCO formed the 
Intergovernmental Committee for Promoting the Return of Cultural Property. 
Additionally, some museums have decided to give back the pieces to the rightful 
owners without any external pressure. For instance, Italy returned the Axum 
Obelisk to Ethiopia in 2005, whereas France gave back 26 objects to Benin in 
2021. There has been a resurgence of provenance work, and some countries 
have considered the options of co-ownership or long-term loans in case of 
permanent returns.  
 
Furthermore, there are still some issues existing. Many governments have laws 
preventing the return of goods, while it is extremely difficult to find out the 
original owners of the goods in cases where the records are over a hundred 
years old. Certain organizations fear that if one artifact is returned, then there 
will be thousands of other claims to follow. Nevertheless, today's occurrences 
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reveal the possibility for morally sound conversations as well as careful 
compromises. Germany's plan to start returning Benin Bronzes in 2022 is an 
example of such support. The 1970 Convention sets out the rules that facilitate 
communication, trust, and moral concerns even if it does not have retroactive 
effect.. Although the law may not be very effective on its own, collaboration 
across countries and mutual commitment to morals can help opening the 
dialogue further. Given the circumstance of removal during the colonial era and 
the various efforts over the years - from the 1970 Convention to bilateral 
negotiations and voluntary returns - restitution is quite challenging. While 
regulations might offer some assistance, cultural justice is also comprised of 
ethical aspects, the utilization of diplomacy, and additional research. The 
ongoing discussions about the Parthenon Marbles and the Nefertiti Bust are 
instances of how past wrongs still have a hold on the present. The case 
highlights the bigger issue: it is not just about returning the pieces; it is also 
about acknowledging the historical power that has been unbalanced and making 
sure that everyone benefits from ​‍​‌‍​‍‌​‍​‌‍​‍‌heritage. 
 

Possible Solutions 
 
It​‍​‌‍​‍‌​‍​‌‍​‍‌ is impossible to have a single universal solution for the problem of handing 
back cultural property which was taken during the colonial era. Every artefact 
has its own story, and some are more significant than others. A possible way is 
the negotiated restitution in combination with the shared management. 
Co-management of the exhibitions and research or rotation of an artefact 
between a museum and the country of origin are the examples that can be used 
to illustrate this idea. Although it does not resolve the issue of legal ownership 
completely, it guarantees worldwide access to the audiences and gives the 
source countries the opportunity to participate meaningfully. 
 
Another option is digital restitution. When a physical return is not feasible, the 
production of accurate digital replicas, 3D scans, and public archives can 
provide the communities with access to their heritage. This method also helps 
in teaching, research, and local exhibitions during the period of long-term 
negotiations. It shows that giving back is not only about handing over the 
objects; it is also about returning the knowledge and the power. 
 
Moreover, structured advisory panels may serve as a support. At present, most 
discussions are held on a case-by-case basis, which can get complicated or 
politicized. A council of neutral experts in cultural law, provenance, and 
heritage ethics could offer advice even if their suggestions are not obligatory. 
This may create a more equitable and transparent process. Although it may not 
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result in immediate decisions, it helps in getting disputes off the ground and in 
finding a way to settle for both parties. 
 
Moreover, museums could utilize contextual reinterpretation more deeply for 
the pieces that they have in their foreign collections. It is about not only telling 
how the item was gotten but also describing its colonial background and 
including the opinions of the source communities. Even short-term exhibitions 
that have these viewpoints can create a great impact. In this way, the museum 
becomes not only a place that shows the objects but also a place that invites the 
visitors to understand the past and the present ethical issues. 
 
Together, the mentioned approaches of shared stewardship, digital restitution, 
advisory panels, and critical reinterpretation do not entirely resolve the 
restitution issue, however, they provide tangible, simple steps that take into 
account a fair treatment of people, ethical responsibility, inequality, and 
practicality. They understand that giving back is not merely a matter of law; it 
also has moral, cultural, and political ​‍​‌‍​‍‌​‍​‌‍​‍‌sides.. 
 
Useful Links 
 
Netherlands returns 119 looted Benin Bronzes to Nigeria — Euronews ​
 

Official Dutch government announcement on returning Benin Bronzes to Nigeria 
https://www.government.nl/latest/news/2025/06/18/benin-bronzes-from-the-netherlan
ds-returning-home-to-nigeria 

Germany returns 512 Benin Bronzes from Ethnologisches Museum to Nigeria 
https://www.smb.museum/en/whats-new/detail/return-of-benin-bronzes-from-the-eth
nologisches-museum-artefacts-now-in-nigerian-hands/​
 

Berlin’s return of Benin Bronzes: Kulturgutverluste detail 
https://kulturgutverluste.de/en/news/return-benin-bronzes-nigeria​
 

Analysis: how Nigeria’s museum for Benin Bronzes ended up with clay replicas — The 
Guardian https://kulturgutverluste.de/en/news/return-benin-bronzes-nigeria​
 

Are the Parthenon Sculptures finally returning to Greece? — DW article (2025) 
https://www.dw.com/en/are-the-parthenon-sculptures-finally-returning-to-greece/a-64
907213​
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https://www.euronews.com/culture/2025/06/19/netherlands-returns-more-than-100-benin-bronzes-looted-from-nigeria?
https://www.government.nl/latest/news/2025/06/18/benin-bronzes-from-the-netherlands-returning-home-to-nigeria?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.government.nl/latest/news/2025/06/18/benin-bronzes-from-the-netherlands-returning-home-to-nigeria?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.smb.museum/en/whats-new/detail/return-of-benin-bronzes-from-the-ethnologisches-museum-artefacts-now-in-nigerian-hands/
https://www.smb.museum/en/whats-new/detail/return-of-benin-bronzes-from-the-ethnologisches-museum-artefacts-now-in-nigerian-hands/
https://kulturgutverluste.de/en/news/return-benin-bronzes-nigeria
https://kulturgutverluste.de/en/news/return-benin-bronzes-nigeria
https://www.dw.com/en/are-the-parthenon-sculptures-finally-returning-to-greece/a-64907213
https://www.dw.com/en/are-the-parthenon-sculptures-finally-returning-to-greece/a-64907213


 
Greece’s Prime Minister Kyriakos Mitsotakis reaffirms call for return of Parthenon 
Marbles 
https://news.gtp.gr/2025/11/18/greeces-prime-minister-reaffirms-call-for-return-of-part
henon-marbles/ 

Mitsotakis: Return of Parthenon Sculptures is “imperative” — Greek City Times 
https://greekcitytimes.com/2025/11/19/parthenon-sculptures-return-acropolis-museum
/ 

PM: No breakthrough yet on Parthenon Marbles, but UK public opinion shifting — 
eKathimerini 
https://www.ekathimerini.com/economy/1287142/pm-no-breakthrough-yet-on-parthen
on-marbles-but-uk-public-opinion-shifting/ 

Economist article: Parthenon Sculptures may return to Greece in 2025 
https://hellenicnews.com/2024/11/21/economist-article-says-parthenon-sculptures-may
-return-to-greece-in-2025/ 

Finland officially returns the 27th royal treasure of Abomey (Benin) — Le Monde 
https://www.lemonde.fr/afrique/article/2025/05/13/la-finlande-restitue-officiellement-l
e-27e-tresor-royal-d-abomey-au-benin_6605828_3212.html 

New “covert” campaign to return the Elgin Marbles — Sky News 
https://news.sky.com/story/covert-and-accelerating-campaign-to-return-elgin-marbles-
to-greece-say-campaigners-13395092 

Parthenon Marbles return
​Parthenon marbles return: Greece insists debate 'not closed' • FRANCE 24 English
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