
Back where they 
belong? 
Repatriating 
Museum Objects 



What is 
Repatriation?

• Repatriation: the process by which cultural 
objects are returned to a nation or state at 
the request of a government. 

• Restitution: the process by which cultural 
objects are returned to an individual or a 
community. 

• Spoliation: claims from people, or their 
heirs, who lost possession of cultural 
property during the Nazi era (1933-45).



Why is 
repatriation 
important?

• Repatriation seems one way to address the 
historical injustice museums have caused. 
Museums cannot undo history but they can be part 
of the process of healing.

• Repatriation shows respect for the dead, for 
cultural beliefs, and for the hurt that has been 
caused to source communities as a result of the 
development of scientific and museum collections. 

• ‘Repatriation helps our Indigenous communities 
heal from the trauma of having our Indigenous 
Ancestors and cultural items held without our 
consent in repositories worldwide.’ Ryman LeBeau, 
Chairman, Tribal Council, Cheyenne River Reservoir, South 
Dakota

.



How did 
Glasgow 
Museums get 
all of this stuff 
anyway?

Many artefacts held in 
Western museums and 
libraries are known to 
have been appropriated 
over the ages through 
conquest and colonialism. 

The Empire in red in 1886, by Walter Crane



The English term 'loot’ 
derives from the Hindi 'lut’, 
meaning to rob or pillage.

• Looting took place in the 
service of the Empire, to pay 
for wars, Christian Missions 
or for Science.

• Looting took place to 
order. Museums and private 
collectors would pay for the 
treasures brought back. 

• Looting was carried out by 
soldiers, missionaries, 
explorers, settlers and 
scientists.



Glasgow Museums: Thirty Years Ago



Glasgow City Council’s Repatriation of Artefacts 
Working Group approved the following requests 
for the repatriation of a total of 51 cultural 
artefacts from within the civic collection to:

❑  National Commission of Museums and 
Monuments, Nigeria, on behalf of the  Royal 
Court of Benin.

❑  Cheyenne River and Oglala Lakota Sioux 
Tribes, South Dakota USA

❑ The High Commission of India on behalf of 
the Archaeological Survey of India

7th April 2022



2022 Headlines



How did we decide?
In January 2022, Glasgow City Council’s  Repatriation of Artefacts Working 
Group met to consider requests for the repatriation of artefacts held in the 
city’s museum collection and made recommendations based on the 
following criteria: 

1. The status of those making the request - their right to represent the 
descendants of the community to whom the objects or ancestors 
originally belonged.

2. The continuity between the people who created the objects or 
ancestors and the current community on whose behalf the request is 
being made.

3. The cultural, historical and/or religious importance of the objects or 
ancestors to the descendants.

4. How the objects and/or ancestors were acquired by the museum.

https://www.glasgowlife.org.uk/media/lzgca2tq/glasgow-life-museums-spoliation-and-repatriation-april-2022.pdf



High Commission of 
India on behalf of  
Archaeological Survey of 
India and Government of 
India:  7 antiquities

Ownership formally transferred 19th August  
2022



National Museums and 
Monuments Committee 
of Nigeria, on behalf of 
the Royal Court of Benin: 
19 artefacts



Cheyenne River and 
Oglala Lakota Sioux 
Tribes, South Dakota 
USA: 25 cultural 
artefacts

In memory of Marcella LeBeau, 1919 - 2021



Key skills

• Communication

• Research

• Empathy

• Patience

• Acceptance

• Respect

• Moral compass

• Tenacity



Conclusion 
..repatriation is 
never 
straightforward..

If we cannot trace the rightful owner how can we return 
precious items or ancestors to them?

Expensive. Who should pay? 

How do you untangle bureaucracy across cultures?

How do you achieve agreement amongst all parties on 
all sides? What are the pitfalls?

Is repatriation or restitution always the answer? What 
are possible alternatives?



Useful links
Looted: Bringing back the Gods

https://www.channelnewsasia.com/watch/looted/bringing-back-the-gods-3007986

Artefacts from Kelvingrove Art Gallery and Museum repatriated to India

https://www.gettyimages.ae/detail/video/artefacts-from-kelvingrove- art-gallery-
and-museum-news-footage/1415954225

James Acaster On The Absurdity Of The British Empire

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=x73PkUvArJY

Reclaiming the Past

https://www.timeforkids.com/g56/reclaiming-the-past/?rl=en-900

.Stealing Art Is Easy. Giving It Back Is Hard

https://freakonomics.com/podcast-tag/stealing-art-is-easy-giving-it-back-is-hard/

https://www.channelnewsasia.com/watch/looted/bringing-back-the-gods-3007986
https://www.gettyimages.ae/detail/video/artefacts-from-kelvingrove-
https://www.gettyimages.ae/detail/video/artefacts-from-kelvingrove-
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=x73PkUvArJY
https://www.timeforkids.com/g56/reclaiming-the-past/?rl=en-900


Thank you!
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