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The global decolonization movement that gathered strength after World 
War I1 began to shake the genteel world of museums and cultural repositories 
in the 1980s. Works of art acquired by warriors, explorers, and, in more recent 
times, professional looters became the focus of concerted diplomatic efforts 
by countries determined to see the restitution of their national patrimony. 
Many improperly acquired items have been returned to their original private 
owners or national museums; countless cases involving more ambiguous 
provenance await final resolution. It is safe to say that mere possession of 
art objects no longer guarantees that museums will be able to retain title to 
them indefinitely. 

This same trend has sparked a revolution among institutions that man- 
age material collected among the world's indigenous peoples. The scope of 
collections under dispute encompasses not just works of aesthetic value but 
human remains, religious objects, and in some cases even the raw archaeo- 
logical or ethnographic information associated with them. If the complexi- 
ties ofwestern fine-art repatriation cases seem formidable, these are eclipsed 
by the legal puzzles associated with the repatriation of museum holdings to 
indigenous communities. European governments may disagree about who 
should hold title to specific cultural treasures, but at least they share a general 
understanding ofthe objects' significance and the kinds ofevidence that can 
disprove or substantiate claims to them. When museum curators sit across 

' For help in understanding the complexities of repatriation, we wish to thank James 
Bradley, C. Wesley Cowan, T. J. Ferguson, Martha Graham, Robert L. Kelly, William 
L. Merrill, Donna Moody, John Moody, David Hurst Thomas, and Joe E. Watkins, 
among others. The opinions expressed here, however, are ours alone. For their mem- 
orable hospitality at the Imperialism, Art and Restitution conference at Washington 
University-St Louis, Michael Brown wishes to thank John 0. Haley, John Henry 
Merryman, and Steven J. Gunn. 

From: John Henry Merryman, ed.,
Imperialism, Art & Restitution.

Cambridge University Press, 2006,
pp. 193-217.
















































