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Decolonizing Archaeological Heritage

The collections of major Western museums contain thousa f objects excavated,
purchased, or removed from their countries of origin during th %}od. These
objects, among them the Elgin Marbles from Greece, the Benin' B s from Nigeria, and
the Rosetta Stone from Egypt, are now at the centre of a h%
cultural heritage, the legal frameworks governin epat%i
either reproducing or challenging colonial power re .(This essay argues that a genuinely

decolonizing approach to archaeological herita%s not only the return of objects but a

te about the ethics of

d the role of archaeology in

structural rethinking of how museums clas play, and claim authority over the material

past.

Colonial Acquisition Patterns§

The majority of objects Q 1n Western institutions were acquired during a
historical period in whi¢h the legal and political frameworks governing their removal were
wer!

designed by colonial po own interests. The removal of the Parthenon sculptures
by Thomas Bruce, of Elgin, in the early nineteenth century is a frequently cited

example. While Britis i trustees have defended the acquisition as legal under the

terms available at the time, Greek authorities and many scholars argue that the legality of
colonial-era transactions cannot be evaluated independently of the political conditions that
made resistance impossible. The same logic applies to a wide range of African, South Asian,

and Pacific collections in European and North American museums.
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Archaeological Complicity in Colonialism

Archaeology as a discipline was not a neutral observer of colonial acquisition
practices. In many cases, archaeologists participated directly in the removal and classification
of objects from colonised territories, providing the scientific authority that distinguished
legitimate excavation from looting in the eyes of Western audiences. The development of
typological classification systems, which organised objects from ised societies into
evolutionary hierarchies, served to legitimise both the remova@ob cts and the
broader ideological project of colonial domination. Post-colonial seholars including Gayatri

Chakravorty Spivak and Linda Tuhiwai Smith have ar that the epistemic violence of

these classification systems persists in museum tha tinue to present non-Western

Repatriation and Its Limits

Repatriation, the physical return Itural ects to their countries or communities

of origin, has gained significant '\ e the 1990 passage of the Native American
Graves Protection and Repatriation in the United States. However, repatriation alone does
not constitute decolonization. @uding museum scholar Moira Simpson argue that

the underlying epistemological frameworks through

which those objects were classified and displayed reproduces the same hierarchies in a new

institutional form. A"deco iag museum practice requires not only repatriation but
meaningful collaboration source communities in decisions about interpretation, display,

and access.

Conclusion

The debate over colonial museum collections is ultimately a debate about who has the

authority to define, curate, and narrate the archaeological past. A decolonizing approach
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requires archaeology to confront its own role in the production and legitimation of colonial
knowledge, and to build institutional practices based on partnership rather than custodianship.
The return of objects is a necessary but insufficient step; the deeper work is the
transformation of the epistemological frameworks through which those objects have been

understood.
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