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EDITOR’S PREFACE





Back in 2008, I was at a Super Bowl party where I met some young veterans who had returned from fighting in the 2003 Iraq war. I was regaled with all kinds of stories, and I tried my best to hum and haw and stay clear of unleashing my views about American imperialism or the nation’s addiction to perpetual war. But one story finally put me over the edge. One of them figured out I was a cultured type who liked art and books, and bragged to me about the day the Iraq Museum in Baghdad was destroyed. It was chaos, he said, everyone was grabbing whatever they could, and he couldn’t resist making off with a trident. He even managed to bring it back home to Oklahoma where it proudly hung in his basement. Above the TV. “But why, how could you, it’s not yours” … it all fell on deaf years. Don’t get upset, the Iraqis didn’t care about it, he assured me. They don’t care about such stuff. Violent desecration of cultural heritage served with a side of racist mansplaining. Why was I surprised? It was Super Bowl Sunday, after all.

Looting, theft, war and imperialism are not simply side effects but the foundation upon which museums are constructed. I write this in May 2021 as bombs rain down on Gaza, and Israel has ramped up a barbaric campaign of ethnic cleansing in occupied Palestine. Footage of babies being pulled out of the rubble and buildings crumpling up in a heap airs in real time before our eyes on social media, and a letter titled “Free Palestine/Strike MoMA: A Call to Action” is making the rounds. The letter implicates several Museum of Modern Art (MoMA) trustees with funding and reinforcing projects of settler-colonialism and racial capitalism not just in Palestine but worldwide. These words are particularly sharp and timely: “Given these entanglements, we must understand the museum for what it is: not only a multi-purpose economic asset for billionaires, but also an expanded ideological battlefield through which those who fund apartheid and profit from war polish their reputations and normalize their violence.” This makes clear that these violent histories are not a thing of the past but the very mode through which massive public institutions like museums sustain, grow and thrive.

[image: image]

Many of us instinctively feel discomfort around museums; we notice that in the dioramas of “primitive” peoples, the figures are usually dark skinned; that the huge pillars from the Persian city of Susa displayed in Paris’ Louvre, or those taken from the Temple of Dendur exhibited at the Metropolitan Museum must have cost a fortune to bring over from those countries, why were they allowed, and how did they even do it; that there’s a diversity problem in the art world and massive, high-profile art exhibits tend to showcase white artists, some of whom make balloon animals; that exhibit openings in stark white spaces are fancy and exclusive. In fact, such events will make you fuss about your look, your accent, your address, your wallet size. If you’re not white, wealthy, posh, well-traveled or cultured, are you meant to be on the other side of the glass? The question echoes in that oft-regurgitated comment from visitors to the “messy” and “cluttered” museum in Cairo: “they,” the Egyptians, cannot be trusted to be custodians of their own heritage. You can apply this comment liberally to other places: Burkina Faso, Benin, India, Congo, Indonesia … and coincidentally, this exercise will also vomit up an old colonial map of Europe’s old glory days.

Behold the sleazy logic of museums: first comes the plunder, and the plunder is then dressed up as charity, conservation and care.

In Girl, Woman, Other, Booker Prize-winning author Bernadine Evaristo has a portrait of a Black woman called LaTisha Jones, a high school dropout who grew up in grim council housing in London. Now a mother of three living paycheck to paycheck, LaTisha recalls that her parents took her “to all the free museums in London. Mummy said children who did well in life had parents who took them to museums.” No distinction is made between a natural history museum or a science museum or an art museum. It’s just museums, any museum will do.

What strikes a melancholic chord in the passage is the intuition that museums can give you cultural capital: that imperceptible je ne sais quoi, that scent of social class you can’t shed. This also explains the recent trend in reclaiming museum spaces within Black popular culture. We saw Beyoncé and Jay-Z rent out the Louvre to film their music video “Apeshit.” Despite the feeble critiques of their centering of capitalist excess, the sheer pompous “buying out” of the museum is not only an excellent fuck-you to the institutional white supremacy that the Louvre represents but also a gesture of ownership over a space that continues to be uncomfortable for non-white people from a range of social classes. The French series Lupin also played with these significations. In the show, protagonist Assane Diop (played by Omar Sy) is a Black Frenchman son of an immigrant father exploited, framed and killed by traditionally wealthy, art-collecting, art-dealing, and trafficking white employers. In order to avenge his father, he plots an exquisite jewelry heist. Diop plays with the museum staff’s perceptions of a Black nouveau riche class and makes off with a historic diamond necklace right under their noses, disguised as a reclusive tech billionaire yet unknown to a “woke” white French society. Pop culture, more and more, is routinely exposing this intuition about class, race and museum culture, and Shimrit Lee’s Decolonize Museums also uses such references to shine a light on these core connections.

[image: image]

Whether it’s through references to Indiana Jones’s exciting looting exploits in Raiders of the Lost Ark or the subversive heist by Black Panther’s Eric Killmonger, Shimrit’s book reminds us that the ties that bind museums, theft, knowledge production, and resource-hoarding have never really been hidden, but somehow they have been idealized. We continue to revere museums and refuse these truths. We choose instead to believe in the reformation of such institutions that pretend to be offering a public education and upholding patriotic national agendas through cultural conquest. We think diverse curators and diverse artists and asking disenfranchised communities will do the trick. But the violence that undergirds museums is not a vague colonial violence of cultural memory, or an erasure of heritage. It is a specifically settler colonial violence that is ongoing and underway. Museums are an extraordinary force of gentrification. First comes the museum, then the high-rise buildings, then the sushi and brunch spots, then the yoga studios … you get the drift. Along the way, dispossessed populations get brutally uprooted and shoved out into peripheries.

Shimrit’s book is a rigorous and urgent introduction to the history of museums and the kerfuffle around “decolonizing” them. However, this book is not an extended argument for returning a Benin bronze or a Chadian funerary staff, but an exposé of the quagmire of racial capitalism, greed and imperial savagery that allows the institution of the museum to thrive today. Decolonize Museums is constructed deftly and straddles a difficult balance between taking the reader through repulsive colonial histories and keeping us focused on the present-day injustices practiced by museums.

Yes, this book contains horrifying stories from the past: there’s Austrian anthropologist Felix von Luschan, who wanted Herero and Nama bones shipped to Berlin during the genocide in Namibia in the early twentieth century. “Herero women were forced to use shards of glass to scrape away the flesh from the corpses of their loved ones for this purpose,” Shimrit writes. This collection of human remains and skulls ended up in the American Natural History Museum in New York. But then, we were recently treated to a contemporary version of such grotesque acts with the revelation that Penn Museum has held the remains of the victims of the MOVE bombing in Philadelphia since 1985. We also learn about unionized workers demanding better pay and benefits as well as the relentless gentrification. Shimrit reminds us that attempts to infuse “new life” into cities through the creation of a cultured bourgeoisie class of museum goers simply means that “urban renewal results in urban removal.”

Decolonize Museums is the second book in our series “Decolonize That: Handbooks for the Revolutionary Overthrow of Embedded Colonial Ideas,” which attempts to grab the current, ubiquitous #decolonize imperative by the horns. The call to #decolonize appears to be everywhere these days; while it remains central to “land back” and Native sovereignty movements everywhere, it is also popping up in all kinds of diversity initiatives at institutions or is part of the daily, micro-rebellious activism proliferating in memes and social media posts. Our series tracks various sites and topics; some tongue-in-cheek, some grim and sobering like this one. Decolonize Museums illustrates the limitations of “decolonize” as a revolutionary frame. Decolonizing museums is certainly an excellent starting point because it means reckoning with barbaric histories, and the commodification of bodies and their objectified remains. It also means slowly moving towards saying NO to art and an art world that nourishes such institutions. But decolonizing is certainly not enough. There is a litany of words we need to add to support collective action against this mammoth institution: defund the museum, strike against the museum, boycott the museum, abolish the museum …

This book did me in and it will most likely do the same for you. I’ll never set foot in a museum again. Perhaps, you will be moved to do the same.

—Bhakti Shringarpure 
March 2022





INTRODUCTION





In one iconic scene from the 1981 film Indiana Jones and the Raiders of the Lost Ark, adventurer Indiana Jones overcomes a booby-trapped temple in Peru to retrieve a golden idol, leaving a bag of sand in its place. In another scene, he must free an ancient Hebrew tabernacle from illegal Egyptian possession before the Nazis find it first. Steven Spielberg’s portrayal of “Third World cultures” draws from a laundry list of colonial tropes. The Egyptian people, for example, are just as oblivious to the historical treasures right under their noses as they are to the colonial presence that dominates their lives.1 Only the archetypal American explorer is capable of grasping the significance of ancient archeological objects that must be “salvaged” from the chaos of non-European landscapes.

Dr. Jones may trample across precious archeological sites across the globe to snatch up artifacts that don’t belong to him, but at the end of the day his signature phrase—“That belongs in a museum!”—redeems his profession as one of preservation, knowledge-production, and above all, rescue. At the end of the film, he turns over the spoils of his adventures to the fictionalized National Museum of Washington, D.C., where the violence of Western imperial adventure becomes even further removed from view—absorbed into curated displays or placed into warehouses for study by “top men.”

However, the concept of the museum as an extension of colonial endeavors goes beyond Hollywood storylines.

What is a museum? For decades, anyone who was interested in an answer to that question could turn to a steady, reliable source: The International Council of Museums (ICOM). Since the 1970s, ICOM—Paris-based network that represents more than 20,000 museums—defined a museum as a “non-profit, permanent institution in the service of society” that “communicates and exhibits the tangible and intangible heritage of humanity and its environment for the purposes of education, study and enjoyment.” The definition is broad enough to encompass natural history museums as well as museums of science and technology, fine arts, and ethnography.

Sounds pretty straightforward, right? It was—for a while, anyway.

In 2016, ICOM set up a committee to examine whether its definition needed changing. After speaking with hundreds of ICOM members and reviewing nearly 300 suggested revisions, the committee settled on a new definition to bring to the wider membership. The proposed update defined museums as “democratizing, inclusive and polyphonic spaces for critical dialogue about the pasts and the futures,” which could “work in active partnerships with and for diverse communities” in order to “contribute to human dignity and social justice, global equality and planetary wellbeing.”

As advocates saw it, the new definition presented a utopic framework for what museums could become, and didn’t require any immediate changes to museum protocol. Nevertheless, the proposal caused an eruption in the organization. Several ICOM members resigned in protest. At ICOM’s 2019 conference in Kyoto, after an intense four-hour debate, 70 percent of delegates voted to postpone the question indefinitely.

Their critiques varied. Some disapproved of the omission of words like “education” and “collection,” which they felt were critical to a museum’s mission. Others felt that the new definition didn’t do enough to distinguish museums from cultural centers or libraries. Many of the strongest voices, however, expressed deeper concerns, condemning the definition as a “statement of fashionable values” and objecting to its “political tone.”2

In those latter denunciations, there was an unmistakable note of fear. As increasing numbers of protest movements against imperialism, racism, and colonialism have landed at museum doors, many top museum officials have been reluctant to take explicitly progressive stances on political and social issues out of a concern that such positions would expose their institutions to further examinations of their legacies of violence. In hopes of preserving their authority and avoiding scrutiny altogether, officials abiding by this view of cultural institutions have hoped to keep their heads down and stick with the supposedly passive tasks of collecting, conserving, and exhibiting. As of this writing, ICOM has still not resolved its definition debate. Regardless of the outcome, it’s fair to say that proponents of a timid, defensive vision of the museum, free of conflict and controversy, have already lost. Why? Because that vision has never reflected reality.

History shows us that museums have always been simultaneously beloved and contested spaces—“both the hand that feeds and the citadel to be stormed,” as Lucy Lippard put it. Contemporary protest movements like the #J20 Art Strike and Strike MoMA are just the latest chapter in a long and rich story of grassroots activism that has activated the museum as a site of struggle. In the 60s and 70s, groups like the Art Workers Coalition and the Guerrilla Art Action Group mobilized against the Vietnam War. Beginning in the late 1980s, A Day Without Art/Visual AIDS spotlighted the AIDS crisis. And for decades, groups including the Black Emergency Cultural Coalition, the Ad Hoc Women Artists’ Committee, and the Guerrilla Girls have protested racist and gendered exclusionary practices in the art world.

This story goes back centuries and spans continents. In 1792, for instance, revolutionaries stormed the Tuileries Palace, the home of Louis XVI. Under the newly established republic, the royal collection was transferred to a new, public museum—the Louvre—designed to represent the identity of the newly transformed state. During the 1917 Russian Revolution, Bolsheviks stormed the Winter Palace, declaring it to be part of the public Hermitage Museum.

That museums are today seen by many as “neutral” is a testament to the extent that the histories of museum spaces have been buried by their modern operators. To examine those histories is to know that museums are really crime scenes–to use a metaphor proposed by Wandile Kasibe of IZIKO Museums of South Africa—spaces that house the memories of atrocities committed during the colonial period, including theft, murder, and genocide. The Louvre may have revolutionary roots, but its Egyptian antiquities collection is composed of artifacts taken by the French during Napoleon’s conquests in the Middle East. Likewise, the British Museum owes much of its collection to Sir Hans Sloane, a collector who financed his expeditions from his wife’s earnings as the owner of a slave plantation in Jamaica.

Today, it is impossible to find a Western museum that doesn’t hold some amount of cultural material from Africa, Asia, Oceania, or Native America—an enduring sign of the devastating afterlives of colonial rule. Wall texts often tell neutral, authoritative narratives of the objects displayed, but that passivity fails to reckon with the extractive nature of colonialism by which most of the Global South was robbed of culture, resources, and people in plain sight. This violence is not over for Indigenous and Black people who continue to suffer under regimes of economic and political inequality, and experience macro- and microaggressions on a daily basis. The museum, with its white walls and white lights, aids in historical amnesia, tricking visitors into believing that this violence only exists in the past.

This fantasy of forgetfulness, driven by the same skittishness that characterized the opposition to ICOM’s new museum definition, has become increasingly untenable. More and more, museums are beginning to hear what formerly colonized people have been demanding all along: They want their cultural heritage back, and they want control over their own history and its interpretation.

These demands have reached a fever pitch in recent years alongside a slew of other movements grounded in the belief that neutrality is indeed a fiction and always has been. In 2014, for instance, students at the University College London founded a campaign called “Why Is My Curriculum White?” to challenge an academic curriculum that centers whiteness and makes Blackness invisible. A year later, South African students belonging to the Rhodes Must Fall movement successfully removed a statue of the racist colonialist Cecil Rhodes at the University of Cape Town. Then, in the wake of the murder of George Floyd at the hands of Minneapolis police officers in 2020, demonstrators across the globe toppled or defaced dozens of monuments to historical oppression. In the U.S., figures of Christopher Columbus and Confederate generals were beheaded, toppled, or forced into storage. In Belgium, a bust of Belgian King Leopold II was painted red. In Bristol, protestors tore down a 125-year-old statue of the seventeenth-century slave owner Edward Colson and threw it into the city’s harbor.

Will museums be next to topple? While activist groups like the International Imagination of Anti-National Anti-Imperialist Feelings (IIAAF) want to “dismantle” museums like MoMA altogether and replace them with an alternative “controlled by workers and communities, not billionaire and their enablers,” there are those who see a path to meaningful, transformative reform within existing institutions.

Whichever way things pan out, one thing is clear: The museum as it’s been traditionally defined—that is, the museum rooted in colonialism—can’t hold much longer.

Towards Decolonization

In the past few years, some museum workers have begun to re-evaluate their relationship to their collections and the communities they claim to serve. But what exactly does it mean to decolonize a museum? For some institutions, decolonization has meant simply expanding the perspectives they portray beyond those of white colonizers. For others, the word has meant working with local Indigenous communities in efforts to conserve, exhibit, or repatriate human remains and objects.

These efforts have not been without their critics. For Simone Zeefuik, founder of the hashtag #DecolonizeTheMuseum, the museum’s current urge to change is partially rooted in the fear of becoming “less and less relevant, which will ultimately result in selling less and less tickets.” Others have pointed out that the word “decolonization” has become somewhat of an overused buzzword. The problem with buzzwords, of course, is that they can mean many different things or nothing at all.

In their influential article “Decolonization Is Not a Metaphor,” scholars Eve Tuck and K. Wayne Yang warn against co-optation, whereby words like “decolonize,” “decolonial,” and “decoloniality” are superficially absorbed into the language of institutions that have no intention of unsettling the status quo. Rather than a generic term for social justice, they argue, decolonization requires the material repatriation of Indigenous life and land.

This material interpretation of decolonization harkens back to 20th century national liberation movements across the Global South. Writing in the midst of the Algerian revolution, Frantz Fanon argued that decolonization must go beyond the simple withdrawal of imperialist flags and police forces from colonized territory; it must also involve a recognition that capitalist powers have grown wealthy by extracting resources from the colonies. For this, he demanded, “they must pay.”

Alongside his insistence on reparations, Fanon also recognized the mental, spiritual, and emotional processes of decolonization, a sort of “self-liberation.” Today, there is no blueprint for museums looking to reach institutional decolonial liberation. It requires a constant questioning of one’s own relationship to ongoing forms of colonial erasure. Thus, it has become commonplace for institutions to publicly acknowledge the Indigenous land on which they were built as well as the continual displacement of Native people by the United States. Such language, however, is not always accompanied by meaningful commitment to Indigenous voices and causes. As Amin Husain and Nitasha Dhillon of the MTL Collective point out, to be an accomplice to colonized people can mean both “resistance, refusal, and sabotage, on the one hand, and economies of love, care, and mutual aid on the other.”

Decolonization can—and should—be unsettling for institutions. Reckoning with Indigenous land claims, legacies of slaveries, and ongoing forms of dispossession and erasure isn’t easy, feel-good work. But, done correctly, it can also be a creative form of knowledge-production that leads towards collective liberation. By highlighting intersections between global and historical struggles without collapsing them, the work of decolonizing museums can generate new forms of solidarity benefitting museums, visitors, and decolonized people alike. But it can’t be undertaken lightly—or quickly. If, as historian Patrick Wolfe declared, settler colonialism is “a structure, not an event,” then the work of decolonization can never really be over.

Evidence: Four Chapters

From its very inception, the museum as we know it today has worked to naturalize imperial domination. Each of this book’s four sections describes a different aspect of this colonial crime scene –the collection, the gaze, the narrative, and the money.

In the first chapter, I investigate museum collections. Today, museums across Europe and North America continue to hold an immense stockpile of treasures pilfered from former colonies and Indigenous communities around the globe.

Calls to repatriate stolen cultural objects grow louder every day. In 2017, French president Emmanuel Macron delivered a landmark speech in which he pledged that France would return “African heritage to Africa.” Three years later, on November 4, 2020, the French Senate finally cleared a path to that goal, approving a bill that would return twenty-seven colonial-era objects in museum collections to Benin and Senegal within a year. These were artifacts that were plundered in an 1892 raid by French troops in present-day Benin and are currently held at the Musée du Quai Branly in Paris, alongside thousands of other contested items.

By delving into the historical, political, and legal dynamics of these repatriation battles, including the steps that have been taken (or not) since Macron’s bombshell speech, this book attempts to answer questions such as: Why have museums been reluctant to return stolen artifacts? What kinds of ethical questions come into play when it comes to the return of human remains from former colonies or conquered peoples? Can repatriation alone heal the deep wounds inflicted by colonialism? Or, as Malian scholar Manthia Diawara argues, must restitution only come after reparations?

In the second chapter, I travel back in time and ask: How have museums served as historical extensions of colonial projects? How have processes of display and classification upheld a logic that views Europe, and European man, as the ideal image? How have museums enfolded the violence of conquest and colonialism into a supposedly neutral aesthetic, one that ultimately upholds a glorification of whiteness? To answer these questions, I fuse the histories of museums with those of empire. For the imperial nation, processes of collection, display, and knowledge production have always gone hand-in-hand with conquering and colonizing. These intersections manifested in the early cabinets of curiosities that formed the foundation of modern European and colonial collections; the rise of natural history and typology for exhibiting both non-Western objects and human remains; the development of professional anthropology in the museum; and popular forms of ethno-spectacle, including nineteenth-century fairs and exhibitions, which, like the museum, were based on principles of specialization and classification that bolstered Eurocentrism. The “showing and telling” at the heart of these institutions aimed to generate consent to the existing political order, namely overseas imperialism.

By exhibiting colonized people and their belongings as “exotic” specimens, world’s fairs and museums illustrated and popularized theories of racial hierarchy.

Calls for decolonizing museums must therefore go beyond the desire to settle long-pursued claims of reparations and repatriation. In the third chapter, I examine initiatives that position the museum as a space where these colonial histories can be addressed. For example, since 2016, the group Decolonize This Place (DTP) has taken over the American Museum of Natural History (AMNH) in New York on Indigenous Peoples’ Day (also marked as Columbus Day) to highlight how legacies of white supremacy, settler colonialism, and heteropatriarchy are monumentalized in the displays, language, and aesthetics of the museum. Like many ethnographic museums, AMNH organizes, categorizes, and displays the cultures of non-European peoples in ways that reify outdated cultural hierarchies that have their origin in nineteenth-century colonial science. DTP has requested that the museum establish an independent Decolonization Commission to assess the impact of these offensive representations. Their demands, which extend to other museums across the city, also involve the diversification of curatorial staff and executive leadership and the territorial acknowledgement of Indigenous land occupied by cultural institutions, among other things. As groups like DTP push cultural institutions to reckon with histories of slavery and genocide, as well as ongoing forms of white supremacy, is a revolutionary museum possible? Or will the museum always end up serving the interests of the nation-state?

I carry the work of DTP into the fourth and final chapter, which looks at the ethics of museum funding. In the last decade, museums have become highly visible centers of protest, with actions often aimed at museum sponsors. Activists have drawn attention to institutions that accept sponsorship from oil companies, weapons manufacturers, and private prisons, among other toxic sectors that use their association with the arts to polish their public image. Cultural workers bypass the authority of art institutions again and again, acting on their own accord without institutional permission.

Their political aims are more urgent than ever. Even as some museum leaders seek to posit their institutions as neutral spaces that serve the liberal public sphere, grassroots protests have provided an effective counterweight, forcing a conversation about what is possible within the cultural sphere. Even the #J20 Art Strike, which called on the art world to protest the inauguration of Donald Trump in 2016, went well beyond a refusal of Trumpian white supremacy, xenophobia, and militarism. In fact, in a mission statement, organizers with Occupy Museums point out that the advent of fascism is not representative of a single administration, but is rather a symptom of “living in a house with a flawed foundation built on slavery, stolen labor, and bloodshed; maintained through the normalization of systemic injustice.” Indeed, as Fanon argues in The Wretched of the Earth, fascism is just colonialism coming home after a long journey abroad.

Decolonize Museums investigates the flawed foundation of the museum, which has upheld or whitewashed colonial-era crimes and injustices for centuries. It also investigates how that scaffolding is beginning to fail. My analysis touches upon a range of museums, with a focus on art museums as well as anthropology or natural history museums. And while I do take into account the origins and political histories of museums in the Global South, I focus considerable attention on museums in the United States and Europe.

This book is by no means meant to be comprehensive. Just as the work of decolonization is never complete, neither is the work of learning about colonialism’s deep, far-reaching, and ever-mutating legacy in our cultural institutions. Those who take on decolonial work must always continue to learn—and continue to act.





Chapter 1

RETURNING THE COLLECTION





The 2018 film Black Panther may be best known as the first Black superhero blockbuster, but it offers plenty of lessons for students of decolonization. Early in the film, the villain Erik “Killmonger” Stevens (played by Michael B. Jordan) stands in front of a glass museum display, examining a selection of African artifacts inside. He is approached by a white curator, who condescendingly offers to tell him about the display. As she explains that the exhibited war hammer was made in the seventh century by the Fula tribe in Benin, he quickly contradicts her: “Nah.”

“I beg your pardon?” she inquires.

“It was taken by British soldiers in Benin, but it’s from Wakanda,” he says, referencing the fictional sub-Saharan African country. “I’m gonna take it off your hands for you.”

When the curator tells him the items aren’t for sale, Killmonger confronts her: “How do you think your ancestors got these? Do you think they paid a fair price? Or did they take it … like they took everything else?”

Just then the curator, poisoned by her coffee, collapses on the floor. Killmonger and his team smash the glass display case and take off with the hammer. While this is fiction, it’s representative of the very real issues in museums today. Killmonger’s very presence in the museum as a visitor of color is noteworthy, given that just over six percent of visitors to U.S. museums are Black.1 As Lisa Ragbir points out in Hyperallergic, Killmonger’s co-conspirator, disguised as a museum cafe worker, points to the hierarchical divisions between a museum’s “diverse” service workers and a predominantly white curatorial staff. The scene also raises questions about the retelling of colonial narratives, and who gets to tell these stories. Above all, it brings up the issue of unethical acquisition practices, which fits into a long history of colonists robbing African artifacts to put on display for European consumption.

The scene is set at the “Museum of Great Britain,” a thinly veiled reference to London’s British Museum, which has long been embroiled in its own debates over acquisition and repatriation. The institution currently faces calls from Nigeria’s National Commission for Museums and Monuments to return the Benin Bronzes, which British soldiers looted in an 1897 raid.

Recently, a real-life episode reminded me of this scene from Black Panther. On June 13, 2020, Congolese activist Mwazulu Diyabanza wrested a nineteenth-century wooden funerary post from its fixings in Paris’ Musée du Quai Branly while declaring to a livestream audience on Facebook: “No one has the right to take what belongs to the African people because it is our heritage.” Together with four other activists, Diyabanza triumphantly carried the post through the museum shouting, “We’re bringing it home!” Museum guards eventually stopped them, but their point had been made. Even before he went on trial, Diyabanza sued the French state for the same crime he allegedly committed: theft.

Some museum conservators viewed Diyabanza’s act as a reckless incident of vandalism. Others, however, viewed his act as a demonstration of radical visual protest, a reclaiming of African cultural heritage that had been forcibly taken during the colonial period. The tension between these two views is emblematic of the clashes between museums and formerly colonized people when it comes to questions of repatriation—that is, the return of stolen cultural materials to their countries of origin. Those complex, ongoing debates are the subject of this chapter.

Macron’s Promises

Why was Diyabanza driven to rip the post from the museum with his own hands instead of pursuing legal means? To begin to understand the answer requires rewinding a few years—specifically to November 28, 2017. Speaking to a group of students at the University of Ouagadougou in Burkina Faso, French President Emmanuel Macron pledged that within five years, France would begin the “temporary or permanent [return] of African heritage to Africa.” As a first step in this process, Macron commissioned a study to determine the amount of African art in French museums. The 2018 report, co-authored by Felwine Sarr and Bénédicte Savoy, found that over 90 percent of the material and cultural legacy of sub-Saharan Africa remains housed outside of the African continent. Diyabanza’s funerary post, originally from a region that now comprises Chad or Sudan, is one of an estimated 90,000 objects seized from Sub-Saharan Africa during the colonial period and held in French collections. More than a third of these objects are at the Musée du Quai Branly.

Elsewhere in Europe, countries had slowly begun to acknowledge their own bloody histories. It took Germany over 100 years to apologize to the Hereros, the people of present-day Namibia who suffered genocide under German Colonial Law. In 2008, Italy apologized for the “deep wounds’’ inflicted on Libya during its colonial rule between 1911-1943. After a long juridical battle, the United Kingdom formerly apologized for the bloody repression and torture it inflicted upon the Mau-Mau of Kenya throughout the 1950s. On June 30, 2020, King Philippe of Belgium wrote a letter to the president of the Democratic Republic of Congo to express his “deepest regrets” for his country’s past. (The letter did not include an apology.)

Macron’s statement, like those of his contemporaries across the continent, can be read as a rather radical departure from the decades of denial, whitewashing, and even nostalgia that characterizes Europe’s relationship with its imperial history.

And yet, as of 2019, two years after Macron made that bombshell announcement, France has taken little concrete action. The Benin treasures, robbed by French missionaries in 1892–93 from the Kingdom of Dahomey (now known as the Kingdom of Benin), had not been returned. In fact, as I write, only one object—a nineteenth century sword returned to Senegal—has been loaned to Dakar’s Museum of Black Civilizations. Under French law, national collections are protected with “inalienable and imprescriptible” rights, prohibiting museums from permanently handing over accessioned objects. But the situation is changing. On October 7, 2020, the National Assembly of France passed a bill that would bypass the current restrictions and allow authorities to return 26 looted artifacts to Benin within one year.

Other European countries have since followed Macron’s lead. In February 2021, the Dutch government approved a plan to unconditionally return objects looted from former colonies—a policy that has put the Netherlands at the forefront of European repatriation efforts. A month later, Germany entered into historic talks to restitute its holdings of Benin Bronzes to Nigeria. Pressure for European nations to restitute their colonial holdings continues to mount. Even as I complete this manuscript, the domino cascade of breaking news persists—most recently with repatriation announcements from Scotland’s University of Aberdeen and the National Museum of Ireland. These pledges by countries across Europe—have been praised by some as important “first steps” in the repatriation process.2

But for some, the progress has, understandably, not been swift enough.
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ehold the sleazy logic of museums:
IB plunder dressed up as charity.
conservation, and care.
In Decolonize Museums, Shimrit Lee punctures
this fantasy. tracing its brutal origins.
Western anthropologists and art collectors
have long refashioned colonial atrocities
as benign curiosity and even respect for
occupied or annihilated cultures, and these
racist narratives, Lee observes, remain
integral to the authority-and even the
aesthetics-of contemporary museums.

Highlighting crucial, ongoing activist
campaigns to redress the harms perpetrated
by museums and their proxies, Decolonize
Museums argues that we must dismantle these
seemingly eternal edifices, and consider
what, if anything., might take their place.
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