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General Overview of the Topic  

A colony is defined as a distant country or area, controlled and protected by another 

country, usually  by a country that is  more wealthy and powerful. Although colonies existed in 

classical antiquity for example: the Phoenicians and the Ancient Greeks both settled many 

islands of the Mediterranean Sea, however they were politically independent from the cities 

they emerge from, thus not classifying as a “colonial empire”. The first colonial empire emerged 

during the late 1400s, when Christopher Columbus along with his partners “discovered” 

America and colonized a lot of the lands . As time went on, many Europeans found other lands, 

colonizing much of the continent of America, as well as some parts of Africa, Oceania, and Asia. 

Many colonial empires used their colonies for importing goods such as culturally important 

artifacts made by natives, but very importantly, they used to tax their empires for more revenue 

income. 

As of today many of the artifacts from the former colonies are stored in European 

countries where they once were empires, many times displayed in museums. There has been an 

ongoing effort to return such artifacts taken from their former colonies, however only a few 

countries in Europe have started to return many of the stolen pieces to their native lands, and 

most of the artifacts still remain in Europe; it is important to note that most of the countries 

asking for artifacts to be returned are mostly located in the area of Africa; many claim it is for 

cultural and traditional reasons, however it has been speculated that economic factors have 

been an influence too (museums generate a lot of income). 

 

Definition of Key Terms  

Repatriation 

Coming from Latin, meaning “return to one’s fatherland,” in other words is the act of 



sending or bringing someone, money or property back to the country where he/she/it 

came from. 

Colony 

A colony is a distant country, area, or territory, controlled and protected by another 

country (usually by a country that is much more wealthy, and powerful), in other words 

they are not independently self-controlled. 

Former Colonies 

A Former colony is a distant country, area, or territory, previously controlled and 

protected by another country, usually becoming independent countries afterwards. 

Artifacts 

An object produced or shaped by human craft (made by humans), these can be stone 

tools, pottery vessels, metal objects such as weapons, and items of adornment such as 

jewelry, clothing, and buttons. Usually a high valued visual product used to represent the 

forms of living in a particular area. 

Empire 

An empire is a major political unit having a territory of  great area.  The word comes 

from the Latin imperium, meaning power and authority.  

Colonialism 

The act of conquering and ruling overseas territory as well as exploiting resources for 

the benefit of the empire that is ruling the colony, but also the movement of people to 

such territories. 

Steal 

Take (someone’s property)  something that belongs to others  for profit, through 

violence or intimidation or using force. 

Lawsuit 

A problem taken to a law court by a person instead of the police for the purpose of 

obtaining a legal decision 

 

Background of the Topic 

15th century 

During late 15th century was the time where colonialism took place. European maritime powers              

such as Portugal and Spain began exploring the seas, and colonized many territories. Though,              

Portugal had started their expeditions, during the 15th century, the Spanish had dominated             



most of the territory recognizing themselves as an empire; this movement is also widely known               

as the “Siglo de Oro” which translates to “Golden Century” in English. This was due to its wide                  

possessions territories including the Netherlands, Luxembourg, Belgium, most of Italy, parts of            

Germany, parts of France, and many colonies in the Americas, Africa, and Asia. Such “Golden               

Century” actually lasted more than an actual century, lasting 162 years (1492 to 1659). Many of                

the artifacts the spanish had collected from their colonies have been sold or spent on trading –                 

almost never was it stored, thus it is unknown by officials exactly how many artifacts, or what                 

type of artifacts the Spanish as an empire took away from their former colonies. The spanish                

during the 15th century saw a lot of value in gold, and it is thought that much of them were                    

collected from countries such as Peru, and Mexico – both of which were part of the Spanish                 

empire, and amongst  one of the top gold-producing countries  in the world. 

 

16th century 

During the 16th century the Spanish expanded even more becoming the biggest European             

empire, while the Portuguese were slightly behind in regards to territory. This century marked              

the creation of many other empires including the Danish Empire, English Empire, and the              

French Empire, all of which had started but didn’t  obtain much land during the 16th century. 

 

Former colonial empire rights 

The country in which artifacts from former colonies have being stored have complete right to               

give or to neglect any negotiations between political parties for artifacts that have been              

previously acquired from their former colonies. 

 

Former colonies rights 

Former colonies have complete right of speech in regards to developing negotiations with their              

former empire for the acquirement of materials, or artifacts that have been previously created              

in their territory by their population, that are now stored in their former colonial empire.               

However, countries who develop negotiations should acknowledge the possibility of neglection           

from the other party; countries can sue other countries depending on their status. 

 

Artifacts 

Most of the artifacts taken or stolen from their former colonies remain in Europe, as many of the                  

empires were from such. A lot of them remain in museums visited by tourists and locals,                

producing a lot of financial income upon entry to the museums. 

 



 

 

 

Major Countries and Organizations Involved and Their Positions 

Egypt 

The Egyptian government has called for the Rosetta Stone to be returned to their 

country, and has been threatening to pursue its claim aggressively if the British Museum 

doesn’t agree to give it back voluntarily. Carved centuries ago, the Rosetta Stone stands 

as a linguistic key to deciphering hieroglyphics and the pathway of understanding 

between ancient Egypt and modern society. The stone has carved text with three 

translations of the same passage. The stone has generated quite a lot of controversy; 

some describe the presence of the stone in the British Museum as a source of shame for 

the United Kingdom; speculations have shown if the British want to be remembered and 

restore their reputation, they should return the stone as it is as  icon of Egyptian 

identity. After the efforts of the Egyptian government to have the Rosetta Stone 

returned, the United Kingdom has refused, and up to this date it still remains in the 

Museum caged in a four sided glass container. The Egyptian government has the 

opportunity to file a lawsuit against the United Kingdom for such, however the decision 

for the lawsuit to be accepted is up to the United Kingdom. 

 

India 

The Indian government has demanded the United Kingdom to return the Koh-i-Noor 

Diamond; this diamond is of high importance for many indians as it is believed that it 

was a gift to the earth from Surya (the God of sun), which many believed its existence 

could be found within ancient writing from over 5000 years ago.  

Some Hindus point out that it was stolen from the great god Krishna, and others say that 

it was the Syamantaka Jewel– famous precious stone from Indian mythology, 

nevertheless it is believed that it has remained extremely important to the indian 

culture. India has planned to sue United Kingdom for stealing a £100m diamond, but 

England rejected the claim, and is not returning it. As some believe that the British 

Crown Jewels is precisely the right place for the Koh-i-Noor Diamond to reside, as to 

recognize the British efforts over the three centuries in India, which has led to a process 

of development, protection, and steady improvement overall. 

 



Benin 

Oba Ewuare II (the ruler of Edo people) of Benin has urged the British government since 

2017 to repatriate the bronze sculptures to Benin as it is a crucial part of the Benin’s 

history. The Benin Bronzes are a group of metal plaques and sculptures that adorned the 

royal palace of the Kingdom of Benin (currently where Nigeria is). These objects form 

the best known examples of Benin art created from the 1200s by Edo people. Most of the 

plaques were taken by the British when they were an empire during the late 1800s, 

approximately 200 hundred of the pieces were taken to a British museum, while others 

are in other European museums. 

 

France 

France, under the presidency of Emmanuel Macron, has agreed to return  Africa’s 

artifacts, stating,  “I want the conditions to be created within five years for the 

temporary or permanent return of Africa’s heritage to Africa”. One of the key concerns 

France faced was the fact that a lot of the artifacts they were sending were very fragile, 

and in that it could possibly be damaged during the transport. The president responded 

to this and, to ensure maximum safety in sending artifacts from France to African 

countries, he appointed Bénédicte Savoy and Felwine Sarr, both  experts on the topic. 

Albeit the president is completely open to return many of the “stolen” artifacts, many 

conservationists are concerned about the places in which such artifacts would be stored. Some 

explicitly stated how some African countries such as Nigeria had well established museums 

that could maintain the artifacts, while other impoverished nations such as Chad currently 

don’t have museums and other services efficient enough to restore and display the objects.  

 

Timeline of Events 

15th century – Start of colonial empires 

16th century – Expansion of the colonial empire 

December 1972 – The United Nations develops the first resolution of the issue 

concerning the return or restitution of cultural property to the country Origin. 

December 1973  – The United Nations develops the second resolution concerning the 

topic, and explicitly calls for improvement, and involvement of preserving cultural and 

moral values. 



October 1991  – The United Nations develops a resolution commending organizations 

that have promoted the return of cultural property. 

2003 – The Egyptian government demands the United Kingdom to return the Rosetta 

stone 

2016  – India demands the United Kingdom to return the precious “Koh i Noor” 

diamond. 

2017  – Oba Ewuare demands the United kingdom to return the bronze artifacts looted 

from Benin. 

2018 – France starts to return many of the artifact requested by former colonies of the 

colonial empire, most of them being African countries. 

 

 

Important, Relevant Documents 

● General Assembly Resolution  3148 (XXVIII), December 14th, 1973: Calls for the 

preservation and/or restoration of sites of special historical importance, 

involvement of the population in the elaboration and implementation of 

measures ensuring preservation and further development of cultural and 

moral values 

● General Assembly Resolution 46/10, October 22nd, 1991: Commends the united 

Nations Educational, scientific and cultural organization and the 

intergovernmental committee for promoting the return of cultural property to 

its countries of origin or its restitution in case of illicit organization, to submit to 

the General Assembly. 

● General Assembly Resolution A.67/L.34, December 5th, 2012: Calls relevant 

bodies, agencies, funds and programmes of the United Nations system and 

other relevant intergovernmental organizations to address the issue of return 

or restitution of cultural property to the countries of origin and to provide 

appropriate support accordingly. 

● General Assembly Resolution A/RES/70/76 , December 9th, 2015: commends the 

United Nations various committees for promoting the return of cultural 

property to its countries of  Origin, as well as calling relevant bodies, agencies, 



funds and programmes of the United Nations system and other relevant 

intergovernmental organizations to work in coordination with United Nations 

Organizations, in order to continue to address the issue of return or restitution 

of cultural property to the countries of origin and to provide appropriate 

support.  

 

Previous Attempted Solutions: Analysis of Their Failure/Success 

Suing  

 India has sued the United Kingdom for stealing millions worth of diamonds, however the 

UK still rejected to accept the claims of India. The Indian government suggests that one of their 

prestigious diamonds  (Kohinoor diamond) was not stolen by the british, but instead given to 

the british as a gift, thus they claim they have all rights to have the british return the diamond. 

The has acknowledge the issue, but hasn’t made any statement encouraging the return of the 

diamond. The piece of jewelry has been worn by Queen Elizabeth, the mother of the reigning 

monarch, hence it is an important piece for the british as well. 

 

BDG 

The Benin Dialogue Group (BDG) has facilitated a permanent display of bronzes in Benin 

City; this organization has brought together representatives of Nigeria’s National Commission 

for museums and monuments, the royal court of Benin, and several European museums with 

bronze collections. This group was able to successfully made agreements that have led into a 

loan deal with other nations museums. Although this is not at the same scale as returning the 

artifact, it is still an improvement to not having a loan at all, as for many citizens living in Benin 

are still very culturally curious about their past, thus allowing a loan that at least provides such. 

 

Demanding 

The Ethiopian government has demanded the British government to permanently return 

all artefacts that originated in the African country but are now held in one of the british 

museums – Victoria and Albert museum. The British agreed to have a “long-term” loan with a 

cultural institution in Ethiopia, but not a complete restitution of Ethiopian heritage (How the 

Ethiopians wanted it). Clearly the British government has not shown any signs of completely 

returning many of the artifacts originated in their colonies, and it is likely that the notion will 



not change, just like many countries the Ethiopian government has tried but has failed to get 

what they were really looking for (complete return). 

 

Possible Solutions 

Agreements 

Agreements or talks with other nations has shown to have a great effect on improving 

the situation. Many former colonies have received their stolen artefacts after talks and 

agreements with the colonial empire that ruled over them, this however does not guarantee the 

returning of the artifacts. 

 

Creation for safer storage rooms 

One of the major reasons many colonial empires have refused to return the artifacts 

from a former colony, lies within the reason that many countries asking for a return of artifacts 

don’t have the proper equipment to store many of the precious artifacts they have. Constructing 

new, safer storage rooms, or perhaps museums, will definitely increase the chances for the 

return of artifacts. That being said this is also not a guaranteed solution. 

 

United Forces 

Individual countries, or former colonial empires are not forced to return any artifacts if 

there is not a common agreement between both sides of the party. Countries can reject offers of 

returning the artifacts due to any reasons, but if united forces from various countries support 

the creation of UN resolutions that could tackle this issue, it  would definitely encourage 

countries to return such artifacts to their former colonies. There is no guarantee in success 

within this possible solution however, under the pressure of the UN and other countries, former 

colonial empires might be inclined to return the artifacts. 
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