
Should Museums Return All Artifacts Taken During Colonial Eras, Even 
If They are Now Crucial to Global Scholarship?

Every artifact in a museum tells two stories. One is written on the label: the name, the date, the culture. The 

other is hidden in silence: how it got there, whose hands it left, what was traded or stolen to make its display 

possible. Colonial-era collections turned entire continents into sources of wonder for others. The beauty stayed; 

the ownership did not. Now, as calls for restitution grow louder, museums face a question that sits at the 

intersection of ethics and knowledge: should justice undo preservation?


Colonialism treated culture as something to be owned, not shared. Artifacts were removed under the language 

of “discovery” and “protection,” though protection often meant possession. A bronze plaque from Benin or a 

statue from Cambodia was not saved from destruction; it was saved from context. Once inside the glass, it 

became something different: evidence, not inheritance. The museum gave it a number and a caption but 

stripped it of place, ritual, and meaning. Returning such objects isn’t about erasing history. It is about putting it 

back where it began to speak.


The counterargument insists on access. These artifacts, some say, belong to the world now. They help scholars 

compare civilizations, trace migration, and teach cultural continuity. A single sarcophagus in Paris can be 

studied by hundreds of students from dozens of countries. To scatter these pieces back to their origins might 

shrink the collective understanding of human history. The paradox is clear: knowledge grows where ownership 

is broken, yet that knowledge depends on a break that was never ethical to begin with.


But global scholarship should not depend on stolen foundations. The idea that learning collapses without 

Western custody reveals how narrow “global” still is. Technology already dissolves those walls. Digitization, 

high-resolution imaging, and traveling exhibitions can preserve access without preserving theft. If the purpose 

of a museum is to educate, then education must evolve beyond possession. A museum can remain a center of 

knowledge while becoming a center of return.


Some artifacts can’t simply be boxed and shipped. Time, fragility, and blended heritage complicate restitution. 

Still, negotiation beats denial. Shared stewardship, agreements that let countries display their own heritage 

while lending pieces abroad, offers a path between silence and loss. What matters most is acknowledgment. 

Every returned object rewrites a small part of the story, shifting the museum from a trophy room to a dialogue.


The past cannot be reversed, but it can be rebalanced. The glass cases will look emptier at first, and maybe they 

should. Absence is its own kind of education. It teaches where things once were, and what it costs to take 

beauty without permission. A museum that returns what was taken does not weaken history. It strengthens it by 

admitting that knowledge without justice is only half true.
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