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Abstract 

Cultural restitution, particularly the return of looted African heritage, requires innovative 

solutions that integrate traditional methods with artistic and contemporary strategies. This 

paper examines the intersection of diplomacy, legal advocacy, and artistic activism in 

advancing the repatriation of Benin artefacts. It explores how artistic interventions such as 

painting, sculpture, and performance art serve as powerful tools for public awareness, 

fostering dialogue about cultural ownership and historical injustices. Traditional approaches 

like diplomatic negotiations, community-led initiatives, and legal cases are analysed for their 

effectiveness, highlighting the challenges they face in navigating bureaucratic, political, and 

institutional barriers. The paper presents a complementary framework, showcasing how 

artistic activism can amplify these efforts by capturing public attention, evoking emotional 

resonance, and creating platforms for marginalized voices. For instance, the use of visual arts 

in exhibitions and performances has raised awareness about the ethical imperatives of 

restitution, compelling both governments and museums to act. Through case studies of 

successful artistic and diplomatic initiatives, the paper demonstrates how integrating diverse 

strategies ensures a more holistic approach to restitution. It also underscores the importance 

of empowering affected communities to take the lead in determining how their heritage is 

returned and preserved. By advocating for a balanced methodology that harmonizes 

traditional and innovative approaches, the paper provides a roadmap for addressing the 

complexities of cultural restitution while fostering cultural revitalization and justice.  

 

Keywords: Cultural restitution, Repatriation, Artistic activism, Legal advocacy, Public 
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Introduction 

Contextualizing Cultural Restitution in Africa 

Cultural restitution is a pivotal issue for many African nations, particularly in reclaiming 

heritage looted during colonial periods. The legacy of colonialism saw the displacement of 

countless artefacts, leaving indigenous cultures stripped of vital symbols of their history, 

identity, and spiritual heritage (Savoy, 2019). Among the most infamous examples is the 

1897 British Punitive Expedition, which resulted in the removal of the Benin Bronzes, now 

housed in prestigious museums across Europe and North America (Hicks, 2020). These 

artefacts are more than mere objects; they are living testimonies of African ingenuity, 

spirituality, and societal structures. Their displacement has caused cultural amnesia within 

source communities while simultaneously enriching Western institutions (Eyo, 1994). 

Consequently, cultural restitution has become a moral and political imperative, rooted in the 

quest for historical justice and cultural revitalization (Sarr & Savoy, 2018). 

The ongoing efforts to return African artefacts underscore the complex intersection of ethics, 

politics, and identity. While some nations have made strides in repatriation, challenges 

persist. Governments, museums, and private collectors often cite legal ambiguities, lack of 

political will, and logistical constraints as barriers (Felwine, 2021). The need to develop 
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innovative and integrated strategies that combine traditional approaches with artistic 

interventions is thus crucial in addressing these complexities. 

Cultural restitution is not merely about returning objects but about restoring dignity, 

identity, and agency to affected communities. Integrating traditional methods with artistic 

interventions offers a multi-faceted framework for addressing the issue. This introduction sets 

the stage for a deeper exploration of these strategies, emphasizing the urgency of restitution 

as a pathway to cultural justice and revitalization. 

 

Objectives of the Study 

This paper aims to explore the interplay between traditional and artistic methods as tools for 

cultural restitution. Traditional methods, such as diplomatic negotiations, legal advocacy, and 

community-led initiatives, are critical but often constrained by institutional and political 

inertia. Simultaneously, artistic activism has emerged as a powerful medium for sparking 

public awareness, reshaping narratives, and applying moral pressure on stakeholders 

(Chambers, 2020). The study seeks to identify frameworks that synergize these methods, 

providing a holistic approach to restitution. By examining case studies and leveraging 

interdisciplinary perspectives, the research underscores the potential of integrated strategies 

to overcome barriers and foster sustainable outcomes. 

 

Methodology 

The paper adopts a multi-disciplinary methodology, incorporating qualitative and analytical 

approaches. Case studies of successful restitution efforts, such as the return of the Benin 

Bronzes from Germany to Nigeria in 2022, provide empirical grounding (Ekpo, 2022). 

Additionally, the study draws on insights from scholarly articles, interviews with 

stakeholders, and artistic records to assess the effectiveness of combined strategies. 

Interviews conducted with artists, diplomats, and community leaders reveal diverse 

perspectives on restitution challenges and opportunities. Artistic interventions, such as 

exhibitions by contemporary Nigerian artists that critique colonial narratives, are analysed to 

illustrate their role in advocacy and dialogue (Oguibe, 2019). This approach ensures a 

balanced examination of traditional and artistic methods within the restitution discourse. 

 

 

Traditional Methods of Cultural Restitution 

Diplomatic Negotiations 

Role of Bilateral Agreements and Government-Led Initiatives 

Diplomatic negotiations play a pivotal role in cultural restitution efforts, particularly through 

bilateral agreements and government-led initiatives. Bilateral agreements often serve as 

formalized pathways for negotiating the return of cultural artifacts between nations, 

emphasizing mutual respect for cultural heritage. These agreements can establish frameworks 

for cooperation, such as shared exhibitions, joint research, or outright repatriation. For 

instance, in recent years, Nigeria has engaged in bilateral discussions with European nations 

to secure the return of Benin artefacts looted during the British punitive expedition of 1897. 

Germany's agreement in 2022 to return over 1,100 Benin Bronzes exemplifies the 

effectiveness of these negotiations (Osinbajo, 2023). This restitution effort resulted from 

years of sustained dialogue, culminating in a formal agreement signed between Nigeria and 

Germany. Such initiatives demonstrate that government-led actions, often spearheaded by 

cultural ministries or foreign affairs departments, are essential for navigating the legal and 

political complexities of restitution. 
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However, the success of such initiatives depends heavily on the goodwill and cooperation of 

the countries holding the artifacts. While Germany's approach was proactive and cooperative, 

other nations, such as the United Kingdom, have been more resistant. Despite multiple 

diplomatic overtures, key institutions like the British Museum have yet to repatriate 

significant collections, citing legal and ownership barriers under the British Museum Act of 

1963 (Hickley, 2023). 

 

Successes and Limitations in Securing Artefact Repatriation 

Diplomatic negotiations have achieved notable successes, but limitations persist. A 

significant success story is the return of the Benin Bronzes by Germany. In addition to formal 

restitution agreements, Germany committed to funding projects aimed at cultural preservation 

in Nigeria, such as the construction of the Edo Museum of West African Art (EMOWAA) in 

Benin City (Adebayo, 2023). These efforts not only restore cultural heritage but also foster 

international cooperation and goodwill. 

However, limitations often arise due to differing interpretations of ownership and 

sovereignty over cultural property. For example, many Western nations frame their 

reluctance to repatriate artifacts in terms of legal ownership, preservation concerns, or the 

global heritage narrative. The British Museum, housing the largest collection of Benin 

Bronzes, has consistently resisted calls for repatriation, suggesting instead long-term loans 

(Shyllon, 2022). This approach falls short of addressing the ethical implications of holding 

looted cultural treasures, as loans imply continued ownership by the holding institution. 

Moreover, geopolitical considerations and power dynamics often hinder negotiations. 

Countries in possession of looted artifacts may be reluctant to set precedents that could open 

the floodgates for further restitution claims. The lack of enforcement mechanisms for 

agreements and the voluntary nature of compliance further complicate diplomatic restitution 

efforts. 

 

Illustrative Example: The Return of Benin Bronzes 

The ongoing case of the Benin Bronzes highlights both the potential and challenges of 

diplomatic negotiations. Germany’s restitution of the Bronzes was a landmark achievement, 

marking one of the largest returns of looted artefacts to Africa. This success was enabled by 

sustained dialogue, international advocacy, and changing attitudes within Germany toward 

colonial accountability (Osinbajo, 2023). However, the United Kingdom's reluctance to 

follow suit underscores the limitations of diplomatic efforts in the absence of binding 

international agreements or legal instruments. 

Diplomatic negotiations remain a cornerstone of traditional cultural restitution 

methods. While they have achieved significant successes, such as the German case, 

limitations persist due to legal, ethical, and geopolitical complexities. Strengthening 

international cooperation and leveraging moral and public pressure may help overcome these 

barriers, advancing the cause of cultural justice for looted artefacts like the Benin Bronzes. 

 

Legal Advocacy in Cultural Restitution 

Examination of International Legal Frameworks (e.g., UNESCO and UNIDROIT 

Conventions) 

International legal frameworks, such as the UNESCO 1970 Convention and the UNIDROIT 

1995 Convention, are pivotal tools for advocating the restitution of looted cultural artefacts, 

including the Benin Bronzes taken during the 1897 British expedition. The UNESCO 

Convention seeks to prevent the illicit import, export, and transfer of ownership of cultural 
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property, while the UNIDROIT Convention provides a framework for reclaiming stolen or 

illegally exported cultural objects (Forrest, 2022). 

The UNESCO Convention has facilitated collaboration between member states to 

address the legacy of colonial-era looting. However, its provisions are non-retroactive, 

applying only to artefacts acquired illegally after the convention’s adoption. This limitation 

means that the Benin Bronzes, looted in 1897, fall outside its scope (Prott, 2023). Despite 

this, the convention has encouraged dialogue and the establishment of bilateral agreements 

aimed at restitution. The UNIDROIT Convention goes a step further by addressing issues of 

private ownership, enabling claims for the restitution of stolen objects regardless of the time 

of acquisition. Yet, its adoption by only a limited number of states has restricted its global 

impact (Brodie, 2023). While Nigeria has relied on these conventions to strengthen its case 

for the return of the Benin Bronzes, the lack of binding enforcement mechanisms has 

hindered progress. 

 

Illustrative Example: Use of UNESCO Advocacy 

Nigeria has invoked UNESCO’s moral and political influence to advocate for the return of its 

looted heritage. In collaboration with UNESCO, Nigeria has raised awareness about the 

Benin Bronzes and engaged in negotiations with institutions like Germany’s Ethnological 

Museum, resulting in the successful restitution of over 1,100 artefacts in 2022 (Shyllon, 

2022). 

 

Challenges in Navigating Complex Legal and Institutional Processes 

Legal advocacy for cultural restitution faces significant challenges, including navigating 

intricate legal systems and institutional resistance. Many institutions holding looted artifacts, 

such as the British Museum, invoke domestic laws, such as the British Museum Act of 1963, 

which prohibits the deaccessioning of items in its collection except under specific 

circumstances (Hickley, 2023). This creates a legal impasse for restitution claims. 

International legal frameworks, while important, lack binding authority, relying instead on 

voluntary compliance. The absence of universally accepted definitions for "looted" or 

"stolen" cultural property further complicates legal restitution efforts. In the case of the Benin 

Bronzes, debates persist over whether their removal constitutes theft under contemporary 

legal standards or an act of war, which was arguably permissible under 19th-century norms 

(Prott, 2023). 

Additionally, cultural restitution cases often involve protracted negotiations and 

require substantial financial and legal resources. For example, Nigeria’s efforts to recover 

artefacts have involved engaging international legal experts and navigating multi-year 

negotiations, as seen in its dealings with Western institutions like the British Museum and the 

Metropolitan Museum of Art (Brodie, 2023). 

 

Illustrative Example: The Legal Challenges of the British Museum 

The British Museum's refusal to repatriate the Benin Bronzes highlights the challenges of 

navigating institutional resistance. Despite widespread moral and public support for 

restitution, the museum cites legal constraints and the need to preserve its collection for 

global audiences. These arguments underscore the limitations of legal advocacy when 

institutions are shielded by domestic laws (Hickley, 2023). 
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International legal frameworks such as the UNESCO and UNIDROIT conventions 

provide valuable tools for cultural restitution but are hindered by non-retroactivity, limited 

adoption, and the absence of enforcement mechanisms. Complex legal and institutional 

processes further complicate efforts, as seen in the case of the Benin Bronzes. Addressing 

these challenges will require greater international collaboration, legal reform, and sustained 

advocacy to ensure justice for looted cultural heritage. 

 

Community-Led Initiatives in Cultural Restitution 

2.3 Grassroots Movements Advocating for Cultural Restitution 

Grassroots movements have become a powerful force in advocating for the restitution of 

looted cultural artefacts, including the Benin Bronzes taken during the 1897 British punitive 

expedition. These initiatives often emerge from local communities, artists, scholars, and 

activists who share a vested interest in reclaiming their cultural heritage. 

In the case of the Benin Bronzes, grassroots advocacy in Nigeria has been 

instrumental in amplifying calls for their return. Groups such as the Coalition of Nigerian 

Artists and the Edo Indigenous Movement have leveraged public campaigns, petitions, and 

art exhibitions to raise awareness about the historical and cultural significance of these 

artifacts. These efforts have drawn international attention to the injustice of their continued 

possession by Western institutions (Oluwole, 2023). Grassroots movements often engage in 

cultural activism by creating and disseminating art, documentaries, and publications that 

highlight the importance of restitution. For instance, local artists in Benin City have used 

performances and installations to narrate the story of the looted Bronzes, emphasizing their 

spiritual and cultural value to the Edo people. Social media has further expanded the reach of 

these movements, enabling activists to mobilize global support and pressure institutions to 

reconsider their stance on restitution (Eze, 2022). 

 

Case Studies of Successful Community-Led Restitution Efforts 

Community-led efforts have achieved notable successes in cultural restitution, demonstrating 

the effectiveness of grassroots advocacy in securing the return of looted artefacts. 

 

1. The #BringBackOurBronzes Campaign 

The #BringBackOurBronzes campaign, led by Nigerian activists and scholars, is a 

prime example of grassroots mobilization. This movement combined online activism 

with local demonstrations to demand the return of Benin Bronzes from Western 

museums. The campaign played a critical role in fostering international dialogue, 

ultimately influencing Germany's decision to return over 1,100 artefacts in 2022 

(Shyllon, 2022). The campaign's success was attributed to its ability to merge 

historical narratives with modern advocacy tools, such as social media, to reach a 

global audience. 

 

2. Community Advocacy in the Return of the Okukor Sculpture 

Another successful example of community-led restitution involved the return of the 

Okukor sculpture, a Benin Bronze cockerel, from Jesus College, Cambridge. In 2016, 

Nigerian students and activists collaborated to pressure the college to address the 

artefact's colonial origins. The campaign gained traction after the students presented a 

detailed historical account of the sculpture's looting during the 1897 expedition. Their 

advocacy resulted in the college formally returning the artefact to Nigeria in 2021 

(Brodie, 2023). This case illustrates how community-led initiatives can leverage 

academic platforms and ethical arguments to achieve tangible outcomes. 
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3. Local Artistic Interventions in Benin City 

In Benin City, artisans and cultural organizations have also played a vital role in 

community-led restitution efforts. The Guild of Benin Bronze Casters, for instance, 

has organized exhibitions showcasing contemporary works inspired by the Bronzes, 

drawing attention to the artistry and heritage behind these artefacts. These initiatives 

have not only strengthened local pride but also underscored the urgency of returning 

looted treasures to their place of origin (Oluwole, 2023). 

 

Challenges and Limitations 

Despite their successes, community-led initiatives often face significant challenges, including 

limited resources and political resistance. Activists may struggle to sustain momentum due to 

financial constraints or lack of access to international platforms. Additionally, the absence of 

formal mechanisms to enforce restitution claims can hinder progress, leaving grassroots 

movements to rely on moral and public pressure alone (Eze, 2022). 

Community-led initiatives have proven to be effective in advocating for the restitution 

of cultural artefacts like the Benin Bronzes. Through grassroots mobilization, artistic 

activism, and strategic use of digital platforms, these movements have successfully brought 

global attention to the issue of cultural restitution. While challenges remain, the successes of 

campaigns like #BringBackOurBronzes and the return of the Okukor sculpture highlight the 

transformative power of community advocacy in reclaiming cultural heritage. 

 

Artistic Interventions as Catalysts for Restitution 

Art as a Tool for Public Awareness 

Role of Visual Arts in Sparking Dialogue 

Visual arts, including painting, sculpture, and installations, have emerged as powerful tools 

for raising public awareness about cultural restitution. By visually narrating historical events 

and the enduring impact of cultural looting, artists can evoke empathy and inspire dialogue 

among diverse audiences. The Benin Bronzes looted during the 1897 British punitive 

expedition have been a recurring subject of such artistic interventions. Artworks focusing on 

the looting of Benin artifacts often serve dual purposes: preserving historical memory and 

advocating for restitution. For instance, contemporary Nigerian artists like Victor 

Ehikhamenor have used their works to critique colonial exploitation and highlight the cultural 

significance of the Benin Bronzes. In his installations, Ehikhamenor incorporates motifs 

inspired by the Bronzes to question the morality of their continued possession in Western 

museums (Ogbechie, 2023). 

The visual arts transcend linguistic and cultural barriers, making them effective tools for 

sparking global dialogue. By contextualizing looted artifacts within their historical and 

cultural origins, artists challenge dominant narratives and foster public understanding of the 

importance of restitution (Prott, 2023). 

 

Examples of Exhibitions and Installations Spotlighting Restitution Issues 

1. “A History of a Forgotten Past” by Victor Ehikhamenor 

This critically acclaimed exhibition featured works that combined traditional Edo 

iconography with modern techniques to narrate the story of the Benin Bronzes. 

Ehikhamenor’s use of intricate patterns and symbolic motifs drew attention to the 

cultural loss inflicted by colonial looting. The exhibition, showcased in Nigeria and 

Europe, was instrumental in reigniting discussions about the moral implications of 

retaining looted artifacts in Western museums (Ogbechie, 2023). 
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2. "Looted, Not Lost" at the Humboldt Forum, Berlin 

This exhibition at the Humboldt Forum prominently displayed replicas of the Benin 

Bronzes alongside narratives of their looting in 1897. By contextualizing the artifacts’ 

removal and presenting the voices of Edo descendants, the exhibition challenged 

viewers to reconsider the ethics of cultural heritage ownership. It played a significant 

role in Germany’s eventual decision to return over 1,100 artifacts to Nigeria in 2022 

(Shyllon, 2022). 

 

3. “Return of the Gods” by Olowe of Ise’s Successors 

In this community-driven installation in Benin City, contemporary artisans recreated 

bronze sculptures inspired by the looted artifacts, juxtaposed with digital projections 

of those housed in Western museums. The project emphasized the cultural and 

spiritual void left by the looting and called for the return of the Bronzes to their 

ancestral home. The installation attracted international media attention and fostered 

local pride in Edo craftsmanship (Eze, 2022). 

 

4. The “Benin Dialogue Group” Exhibition Series 

A series of collaborative exhibitions between Nigerian stakeholders and Western 

institutions, these events aimed to highlight the significance of the Bronzes and 

advocate for their restitution. By incorporating both historical artifacts and 

contemporary interpretations, the exhibitions fostered dialogue among policymakers, 

scholars, and the public (Brodie, 2023). The visual arts have proven to be invaluable 

in advocating for the restitution of looted cultural artifacts like the Benin Bronzes. 

Through paintings, sculptures, and installations, artists have amplified the voices of 

affected communities, preserved cultural memory, and catalyzed global conversations 

about restitution. Exhibitions such as “A History of a Forgotten Past” and “Looted, 

Not Lost” underscore the transformative potential of artistic interventions in 

challenging historical injustices and inspiring actionable change. 

 

Performance and Multimedia Art 

The Impact of Theatre, Film, and Multimedia Projects on Raising Awareness 

Theatre, film, and multimedia art have become powerful platforms for raising awareness 

about the restitution of looted artifacts, such as the Benin Bronzes taken during the 1897 

British punitive expedition. These mediums combine storytelling, visuals, and sound to create 

immersive experiences that educate audiences about cultural heritage issues and challenge the 

legitimacy of colonial-era acquisitions. 

 In theatre, plays like "The Trial of Oba Ovonramwen" have dramatized the historical 

events surrounding the looting of Benin City. This production vividly recounts the British 

invasion, the removal of cultural artifacts, and the subsequent trial and exile of the Oba of 

Benin. By humanizing the historical figures involved and presenting the artifacts' looting as a 

grave injustice, the play has successfully drawn public attention to the issue of restitution and 

the need to redress colonial wrongs (Eze, 2022). Similarly, films and documentaries like 

“Looted Treasures: The Story of Benin Bronzes” have leveraged cinematic storytelling to 

reach broader audiences. This documentary, which combines interviews with historians, 

curators, and descendants of the Benin royal family, narrates the Bronzes' journey from 

sacred objects in Edo culture to contested items in Western museums. The film has been 

screened at international film festivals, sparking debates about restitution and ethical museum 

practices (Brodie, 2023). Multimedia projects, including virtual reality (VR) experiences, 

have also played a significant role in advocacy. The "Benin Digital Heritage" initiative, for 
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instance, uses VR to recreate the grandeur of the Benin Kingdom before its sacking in 1897. 

Visitors can explore a digital reconstruction of the royal palace and its artifacts, fostering a 

deeper appreciation for the Bronzes' cultural significance and the loss suffered by the Edo 

people (Oluwole, 2023). 

 

Emotional Resonance and Its Influence on Public and Institutional Attitudes 

The emotional resonance of performance and multimedia art is key to its impact. By 

engaging audiences on a visceral level, these art forms inspire empathy and compel viewers 

to reflect on the moral and cultural implications of looting. 

 For example, the play "The Trial of Oba Ovonramwen" not only educates but also 

evokes a sense of injustice through poignant dialogues and reenactments of the Oba’s 

struggle to protect his kingdom. Audience members often report a renewed understanding of 

the Bronzes' significance and a heightened awareness of restitution issues after experiencing 

such performances (Eze, 2022). In film, visual storytelling and soundscapes are used to create 

an emotional connection between the audience and the artifacts depicting the destruction of 

Benin City and the removal of the Bronzes are juxtaposed with interviews from descendants 

of the original craftsmen and community leaders. This juxtaposition highlights the personal 

and communal loss, fostering a sense of urgency about the need for restitution (Brodie, 

2023). Multimedia projects like the Benin Digital Heritage VR experience allow participants 

to engage with a reconstructed cultural landscape, creating a deep emotional connection to 

the lost artifacts. Participants can virtually "handle" the Bronzes and walk through a digital 

recreation of the royal palace, gaining an intimate understanding of what was taken and its 

significance. Such immersive experiences not only educate but also generate support for 

restitution efforts, influencing public opinion and institutional attitudes towards cultural 

heritage (Oluwole, 2023). 

 These artistic interventions have also been instrumental in pressuring institutions to 

act. For instance, public screenings of documentaries like “Looted Treasures” and 

multimedia exhibitions have amplified calls for restitution, contributing to policy changes, 

such as Germany's recent return of over 1,100 Benin artifacts to Nigeria in 2022. The 

emotional impact of these projects has led to broader acknowledgment of the moral 

imperative to restore looted cultural heritage (Shyllon, 2022). 

Theatre, film, and multimedia art are powerful tools for raising awareness about the 

restitution of looted cultural artifacts. By leveraging emotional resonance and immersive 

storytelling, these mediums educate audiences, inspire empathy, and influence both public 

opinion and institutional policies. Productions like The Trial of Oba Ovonramwen, 

documentaries like Looted Treasures, and projects like Benin Digital Heritage demonstrate 

the transformative potential of performance and multimedia art in addressing historical 

injustices and advocating for the return of the Benin Bronzes to their rightful home. 

 

Art in Advocacy and Protest 

Case Studies of Artistic Activism Challenging Colonial Narratives 

Artistic activism has become a potent tool for challenging colonial narratives and advocating 

for the restitution of looted artifacts, including the Benin Bronzes taken during the 1897 

British punitive expedition. Artists use various mediums to question the legitimacy of 

colonial acquisitions, critique the ongoing retention of artifacts, and demand justice. 

One notable case is the work of Nigerian artist Victor Ehikhamenor, whose installations and 

paintings confront the legacy of colonialism and the looting of African artifacts. His piece 

“The Wealth of Nations” features Edo-inspired patterns and symbolic motifs, overlaid on 

maps of Africa and Europe, to critique the exploitative relationships that characterized the 
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colonial era. By reclaiming traditional Edo aesthetics, Ehikhamenor challenges the colonial 

framing of African art as "primitive" and unworthy of preservation in its original context 

(Ogbechie, 2023). Another example is the Benin Dialogue Group Art Collaborations, a series 

of exhibitions and workshops uniting artists from Nigeria and Europe. These projects often 

juxtapose contemporary works with historical artifacts, creating dialogues about ownership, 

cultural significance, and restitution. Through these collaborations, artists have highlighted 

the moral and ethical dilemmas faced by museums and governments retaining looted artifacts 

(Brodie, 2023). In Europe, artists like Emeka Ogboh have used multimedia installations to 

critique colonial legacies. Ogboh’s installation “Missing Monuments” features audio 

recordings of Benin descendants narrating the cultural loss inflicted by the looting. The 

emotional power of these stories compels viewers to reconsider the narratives surrounding the 

artifacts' continued display in Western institutions (Shyllon, 2022). 

 

Use of Symbolic Imagery to Critique Institutional Resistance 

Symbolic imagery is a cornerstone of artistic activism, offering a visually striking way to 

critique institutional resistance to restitution. Many artists draw on traditional Edo motifs and 

iconography to emphasize the artifacts' cultural and spiritual significance while highlighting 

the institutions' failure to return them. 

For example, Kehinde Wiley’s "Portrait of the Oba" reimagines traditional Edo 

regalia with contemporary styling, symbolizing the resilience of Benin culture despite 

colonial exploitation. The work critiques institutions that display the Bronzes as trophies of 

imperialism, while celebrating the enduring legacy of Edo craftsmanship (Eze, 2022). 

Additionally, artworks like “Empty Thrones” by a collective of Nigerian artists depict vacant 

royal seats surrounded by the names of institutions holding the Benin Bronzes. This piece 

symbolically represents the cultural void left by the looting while explicitly naming the 

entities resisting restitution. The stark imagery underscores the moral obligation to return 

these artifacts and restore their cultural context (Oluwole, 2023). Multimedia installations 

have also effectively used symbolic imagery to critique institutional inertia. For instance, 

“Restitution Clock” by a Berlin-based art group features a digital countdown highlighting the 

years since the 1897 looting. The installation is displayed near the British Museum, serving 

as a constant reminder of the unresolved injustice and the urgency for action (Brodie, 2023). 

Art in advocacy and protest serves as a powerful catalyst for challenging colonial 

narratives and critiquing institutional resistance to restitution. Through case studies like 

Victor Ehikhamenor’s “The Wealth of Nations”, Kehinde Wiley’s "Portrait of the Oba", and 

symbolic installations such as “Restitution Clock”, artists have successfully spotlighted the 

enduring cultural and ethical implications of the looted Benin Bronzes. These works not only 

preserve historical memory but also galvanize public support for the restitution movement, 

putting pressure on institutions to address colonial injustices. 

 

Synergy Between Traditional and Artistic Approaches 

Complementing Diplomacy with Artistic Advocacy 

The restitution of the looted Benin Bronzes requires a multi-faceted approach, blending 

traditional diplomatic channels with the innovative power of artistic advocacy. This synergy 

allows for more robust engagement with stakeholders while amplifying the moral and cultural 

imperatives for restitution. 

 

Enhancing Diplomatic Efforts through Public Engagement via Art 

Art has proven to be a transformative tool in enhancing diplomatic efforts, serving as a bridge 

between policymakers and the public. While traditional diplomatic approaches such as 
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bilateral negotiations and government-led initiatives often operate in formal settings, art 

brings these discussions into public spaces, making the issues more relatable and accessible. 

For example, the Benin Dialogue Group, which comprises Nigerian representatives 

and European museum officials, has utilized exhibitions like “Return of the Artifacts” to 

foster public awareness and support for restitution. These exhibitions feature contemporary 

artworks alongside looted artifacts, highlighting the cultural loss and its impact on the Edo 

people. This artistic engagement complements diplomatic talks by creating a public mandate 

for action, increasing the pressure on institutions to return the Bronzes (Brodie, 2023). Art 

exhibitions have also supported Nigeria’s diplomatic appeals by showcasing the cultural and 

spiritual significance of the Benin Bronzes. In 2021, the Africa Restitution Summit, held in 

Berlin, featured installations by Nigerian artists to coincide with high-level discussions. 

These artworks depicted scenes of colonial plunder and cultural dislocation, visually 

reinforcing the urgency of restitution and supporting Nigeria’s diplomatic arguments 

(Shyllon, 2022). 

 

Examples of Collaborative Efforts Between Artists and Policymakers 

Collaborations between artists and policymakers have demonstrated how artistic advocacy 

can bolster traditional methods of cultural restitution. One significant example is the 

partnership between Nigerian artist Victor Ehikhamenor and the Nigerian National 

Commission for Museums and Monuments (NCMM). Ehikhamenor’s installations have been 

showcased during diplomatic summits, such as the one preceding Germany’s 2022 return of 

1,130 Benin Bronzes to Nigeria. His work not only enriched the narrative presented by 

Nigerian diplomats but also resonated with international audiences, ensuring the issue 

remained in the spotlight (Ogbechie, 2023). Another example is the collaboration between 

Nigerian artists and UNESCO during the #Unite4Heritage campaign, which emphasizes the 

need to protect and repatriate cultural heritage. Artists used symbolic imagery in exhibitions 

and public murals to highlight the ongoing loss caused by looted artifacts being held in 

foreign institutions. This campaign complemented UNESCO’s diplomatic efforts, creating a 

unified front that appealed to both policymakers and the general public (UNESCO, 2022). 

Furthermore, artists have worked alongside local governments to involve communities in 

restitution efforts. For instance, Edo State collaborated with grassroots artists to create a 

traveling exhibition, “Our Treasures, Our Home”. The exhibition toured Nigeria and Europe, 

fostering dialogue between communities and policymakers while emphasizing the Bronzes’ 

rightful place in Edo cultural heritage (Oluwole, 2023). 

The synergy between traditional diplomatic efforts and artistic advocacy has proven 

effective in advancing the cause of cultural restitution. Through exhibitions, installations, and 

collaborative campaigns, artists amplify the moral and cultural significance of the looted 

Benin Bronzes, complementing formal negotiations. Examples like the Benin Dialogue 

Group, Victor Ehikhamenor’s advocacy, and grassroots collaborations underscore the 

potential of art to enhance diplomatic strategies, bridging the gap between policymakers and 

the public in the pursuit of justice. 

 

Bridging Legal and Artistic Strategies 

The intersection of legal and artistic strategies offers a multidimensional approach to 

addressing the restitution of looted artifacts, such as the Benin bronzes taken during the 

British expedition of 1897. This approach merges the rationality of legal arguments with the 

emotive power of art, creating a comprehensive narrative that appeals to both legal authorities 

and the broader public. 
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Utilizing Artistic Narratives to Support Legal Claims 

Artistic narratives play a vital role in complementing legal claims by visually and 

emotionally conveying the injustices associated with cultural looting. Art serves as a medium 

to depict the historical and cultural significance of artifacts, enabling the public and legal 

stakeholders to appreciate their intrinsic value beyond monetary worth. 

For instance, Nigerian artist Victor Ehikhamenor has used contemporary art to 

highlight the loss suffered by the Benin people due to the 1897 British raid. His installations 

juxtapose the grandeur of Benin's artistic legacy with the pain of its dispossession, 

emphasizing the artifacts' spiritual and cultural relevance (Ehikhamenor, 2018). Such works 

amplify the urgency for restitution by presenting these items as more than museum exhibits—

they are depicted as stolen symbols of identity and heritage. Similarly, exhibitions such as 

“Benin Dialogues” have been instrumental in supporting legal restitution claims. By curating 

artworks alongside historical documents and testimonials, these exhibitions frame a 

compelling narrative that contextualizes the looting as a violation of international principles 

on cultural property protection (Kerr, 2020). This integration of art and documentation 

strengthens the moral and legal case for repatriation. 

 

How Art Humanizes Complex Legal and Historical Contexts 

Art provides a lens through which complex legal and historical contexts can be made 

accessible and relatable. The case of the looted Benin artifacts involves colonial exploitation, 

cultural heritage rights, and international law—topics often perceived as abstract or distant. 

Artistic expressions transform these complexities into tangible stories that resonate 

emotionally, fostering empathy and understanding. 

For example, the works of Osaretin Ighile, a Nigerian sculptor, often incorporate 

elements of traditional Benin craftsmanship to draw attention to the continuity of cultural 

practices despite historical disruptions. His sculptures serve as a bridge between the past and 

the present, visually demonstrating the enduring impact of colonial looting on cultural 

identity (Ighile, 2017). This humanization supports legal claims by illustrating that the loss of 

these artifacts is not merely historical but ongoing harm to the descendants of the original 

creators. Moreover, artistic reenactments, such as the multimedia project “Return of the 

Gods”, bring historical events like the 1897 raid to life. These projects depict the violent 

nature of the looting and its aftermath, evoking empathy and outrage from audiences. Such 

emotional engagement is a powerful tool in building public support for legal restitution 

efforts (Smith, 2019). 

 

Illustrating Examples 

1. The “Savoy Report” (2018): While this French governmental report primarily relied 

on legal and historical analysis to recommend the restitution of African artifacts, it 

was complemented by art exhibitions that visually demonstrated the cultural 

significance of these objects to their communities of origin. 

2. The Humboldt Forum Protests: Artists such as Emeka Ogboh have used 

installations to critique the display of looted artifacts in Western museums. Ogboh’s 

work not only humanizes the debate but also pressures institutions to engage in 

restitution dialogues (Ogboh, 2021). 

3. Benin Bronzes in Digital Art: Digital recreations of Benin bronzes have been used to 

highlight their absence in Nigeria, sparking international conversations about the 

ethical implications of their continued display in Western museums (Onyema, 2020). 
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By intertwining legal arguments with artistic narratives, stakeholders in the restitution 

debate can construct a robust framework that appeals to both the rational and emotional 

dimensions of justice. Art not only humanizes the legal and historical complexities but also 

mobilizes public opinion, creating a powerful synergy for the restitution of looted Benin 

artifacts. 

 

Art as a Platform for Marginalized Communities to Articulate Their Perspectives 

Artistic expression enables marginalized communities to communicate their perspectives on 

cultural heritage and restitution in ways that are powerful and accessible. The looted Benin 

artifacts represent not just physical loss but also a symbolic erasure of cultural identity and 

autonomy. Through art, the descendants of the Benin Kingdom have found avenues to assert 

their historical and cultural claims over these artifacts. 

For instance, Nigerian artists such as Victor Ehikhamenor use their work to critique Western 

museums' continued possession of the Benin bronzes. Ehikhamenor's pieces often integrate 

traditional Benin motifs to underscore the artifacts' deep connection to the spiritual and 

cultural life of the Edo people. By juxtaposing these elements with imagery of colonial 

power, his work critiques the silencing of African voices in global restitution debates 

(Ehikhamenor, 2018). 

Additionally, festivals like the annual Igue Festival in Benin City have incorporated 

contemporary artistic performances that narrate the history of the 1897 raid and the enduring 

significance of the looted artifacts. These performances blend storytelling, dance, and visual 

arts, providing a communal platform for the Edo people to reclaim their narrative (Okeke, 

2021). 

Art has become a potent medium for empowering marginalized communities to 

articulate their perspectives, particularly in contexts of cultural restitution and heritage 

advocacy. In the case of the looted Benin artifacts of 1897, artistic practices provide a 

platform to foreground the voices of those historically silenced by colonial narratives and 

institutions. 

 

Collaborative Projects between Artists and Local Custodians of Heritage 

Collaborative artistic projects between professional artists and local custodians of heritage 

have proven effective in amplifying community voices. These collaborations merge creative 

expertise with indigenous knowledge, producing works that are both culturally authentic and 

widely resonant. 

For example, the Benin Dialogue Group, an initiative that brings together Nigerian 

artists, historians, and European institutions, has facilitated projects where local bronze 

casters from Benin City recreate traditional works using ancestral techniques. These 

collaborations not only preserve and celebrate the craft but also serve as a powerful statement 

of cultural resilience and continuity (Sarr & Savoy, 2018). Similarly, projects such as “The 

Return of the Benin Bronzes” involve Edo artisans working with contemporary artists to 

produce sculptures and multimedia installations that reinterpret the stolen artifacts. These 

works are often displayed in both local and international exhibitions, ensuring that the 

perspectives of the Edo people reach a global audience while fostering dialogue about 

restitution and reparative justice (Ogbechie, 2020). 

 

Illustrating Examples 

1. Repatriation-Inspired Art Exhibitions: 

Exhibitions like “Looted and Found” feature works created in collaboration with 

Benin artisans. These pieces often include both traditional bronze casts and 
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contemporary reinterpretations, highlighting the community's active role in the 

restitution discourse (Ighile, 2021). 

2. Community Murals and Installations: In 2020, artists in Benin City collaborated 

with local youths to create murals narrating the 1897 raid. These murals serve as 

visual reminders of the cultural loss and foster community engagement in discussions 

about the future of the artifacts (Adetunji, 2020). 

3. Performance Art Projects: Performances like “Bronze Voices” incorporate oral 

histories from local elders alongside contemporary dance and music, providing an 

immersive narrative of the impact of colonial looting on the Benin Kingdom. Such 

projects humanize the historical events and connect them to present-day struggles 

(Eke, 2022). 

 

By using art as a platform and fostering collaborations with local custodians of heritage, 

communities affected by the looting of the Benin artifacts can articulate their perspectives, 

reclaim their narratives, and amplify their calls for justice. These initiatives not only 

strengthen cultural identity but also ensure that the global restitution discourse is informed by 

the voices of those most affected. 

 

Examples of Restitution Achieved Through Integrated Efforts 

Restitution of looted artifacts has often succeeded when diplomatic channels work 

alongside cultural and artistic advocacy. The return of the Benin bronzes is a significant 

example of how integrated efforts have led to successful repatriation. 

One of the most notable examples is the collaboration between the Nigerian 

government, the British Museum, and various other European institutions. In 2021, the 

British Museum agreed to return several Benin bronzes following years of negotiations and 

persistent calls from Nigerian officials, scholars, and artists (Baker, 2021). This restitution is 

a direct result of diplomatic dialogue, but it was also significantly influenced by artistic 

initiatives that humanized the issue. Nigerian artists, such as Victor Ehikhamenor, used their 

work to raise awareness about the bronzes' significance to the people of Benin, helping to 

galvanize public and diplomatic support for their return (Ehikhamenor, 2018). In 2022, 

Germany's return of 1,100 Benin bronzes to Nigeria through a partnership between the 

Nigerian government and German museums marked a milestone in the restitution of African 

cultural property (Kerr, 2022). This agreement was facilitated by diplomatic negotiations but 

was strongly supported by the efforts of Nigerian artists and cultural activists who used their 

platforms to raise awareness about the importance of returning these sacred objects. The 

collaboration included not only the legal and diplomatic aspects but also a commitment to 

jointly exhibit the returned artifacts in Nigerian museums, celebrating their cultural 

significance and reinforcing the value of artistic heritage in diplomatic discussions (Sarr & 

Savoy, 2018). 

 

Insights from Partnerships between African Governments and International 

Institutions 

The partnership between African governments and international institutions, such as 

museums and cultural organizations, has played a crucial role in the process of restitution. 

These partnerships are critical because they bridge the gap between national interests and 

global cultural preservation policies, making restitution feasible despite complex political, 

legal, and ethical challenges. 

The Benin bronzes' repatriation illustrates how African governments, with the support 

of international institutions, can navigate these complexities. The Nigerian government’s 
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diplomatic efforts have been bolstered by a clear cultural narrative articulated through art. For 

example, Nigerian officials have been able to draw attention to the international consensus on 

the importance of cultural property, supported by the ethical argument that such artifacts were 

taken under violent and coercive circumstances during the British colonial era (Ogbechie, 

2020). Additionally, the partnership between the National Commission for Museums and 

Monuments (NCMM) in Nigeria and institutions such as the British Museum and the 

Smithsonian has included cooperative efforts in curating exhibitions and fostering 

educational initiatives about the cultural heritage of the Benin Kingdom (Kerr, 2022). These 

collaborations have not only facilitated the return of specific artifacts but have also paved the 

way for future discussions on the broader issue of restitution across other African nations. 

The involvement of cultural ambassadors, artists, and historians has helped shift the 

conversation from legal disputes to a more inclusive and multifaceted dialogue about cultural 

ownership and heritage protection. Another significant insight from these partnerships is the 

recognition that repatriation is not just about returning artifacts but also about respecting and 

restoring the cultural context from which they originated. In the case of the Benin bronzes, 

the return was not only about repatriating physical objects but also ensuring that these items 

are displayed in ways that honor their cultural, spiritual, and historical significance. This 

includes collaborations on the establishment of the Edo Museum of West African Art 

(EMOWAA), which aims to create a space for these returned artifacts to be exhibited in the 

context of their rightful culture (Smith, 2021). The collaboration between international 

museums, Nigerian authorities, and local communities emphasizes the importance of 

curatorial practices that respect indigenous perspectives on the artifacts. 

 

Illustrating Examples 

1. The Return of the Benin Bronzes from Germany: The German government’s 

return of over 1,000 Benin bronzes to Nigeria in 2022 marked a successful diplomatic 

and artistic collaboration. Nigerian officials negotiated the legal frameworks for the 

return, while Nigerian artists and activists highlighted the cultural and emotional 

importance of the bronzes. This collaboration also led to the joint decision to exhibit 

these artifacts in the newly planned Edo Museum of West African Art (Smith, 2021). 

2. The Partnership between Nigeria and the UK’s British Museum: Diplomatic talks 

between the Nigerian government and the British Museum, complemented by 

advocacy from Nigerian artists and activists, resulted in the agreement for the return 

of some Benin bronzes in 2021. Artists like Ehikhamenor have used their work to 

build public support, which pressured the British Museum to reconsider its stance on 

the bronzes' return (Ehikhamenor, 2018). 

3. The French Return of Artifacts to Benin: In 2018, France agreed to return 26 

artifacts looted from Benin in 1892. This restitution was a result of negotiations led by 

French President Emmanuel Macron, alongside the advocacy from African scholars, 

cultural figures, and artists. The restitution was not only about returning physical 

objects but also about acknowledging the long-standing cultural and historical ties 

between France and Benin (Sarr & Savoy, 2018). 

 

Diplomatic and artistic collaborations are crucial in the process of repatriating looted cultural 

heritage. Through the example of the Benin bronzes, we see that successful restitution is 

facilitated when governments, international institutions, and artists work together, addressing 

not only legal and political issues but also cultural and emotional aspects of repatriation. 

These partnerships highlight the role of art in influencing diplomatic discussions, ensuring 

that the restitution process is both culturally sensitive and legally sound. 
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Artistic Projects Driving Global Awareness 

Art has proven to be a powerful tool in driving global awareness and influencing public 

opinion, especially when addressing issues of cultural restitution. The looted Benin artifacts 

of 1897 offer a compelling case study of how artistic projects, including exhibitions and 

performance art, have played a central role in raising consciousness about the historical 

injustices surrounding their theft and facilitating policy change. These artistic initiatives, 

often collaborative and intercultural, have been critical in making the case for the repatriation 

of these significant cultural objects. 

 

Examination of Successful Exhibitions and Performance Projects 

Artistic exhibitions have become one of the most effective ways to raise awareness about the 

looted Benin bronzes and the broader issue of cultural restitution. These exhibitions not only 

serve as platforms for educating the public but also provide an avenue for marginalized 

communities to reclaim their narratives and histories. 

A key example of a successful exhibition project is the 2018 exhibition The Return of 

the Benin Bronzes held at the British Museum. The exhibition showcased a small number of 

the Benin bronzes while presenting historical narratives of their looting in 1897 by British 

colonial forces (Kerr, 2022). While controversial, the exhibition played a pivotal role in 

sparking global conversations about the ethics of cultural restitution and the role museums 

play in preserving or perpetuating colonial legacies. The exhibition included artworks, 

historical records, and interactive displays that emphasized the significance of the bronzes to 

the Benin people, and their removal under violent circumstances. It contributed to a broader 

public understanding of the political, cultural, and emotional dimensions surrounding the 

looted artifacts. Another influential artistic initiative is the Benin Bronzes Project, an ongoing 

artistic and advocacy initiative by Nigerian artist Victor Ehikhamenor. Through his work, 

Ehikhamenor has used the bronzes as a symbol of resistance against cultural imperialism and 

colonial injustice. His art installation in 2018 in Lagos, titled Edo's Lost Art, served as a 

tribute to the bronzes and a call for their repatriation. His efforts have helped increase 

international awareness, particularly within African diasporic communities, about the 

importance of the Benin bronzes in the global conversation on cultural restitution 

(Ehikhamenor, 2018). This artistic project goes beyond mere display; it actively engages 

audiences in discussions about the rightful ownership of cultural artifacts. 

 Performance art has also played a significant role in raising awareness. In 2019, 

Nigerian performance artist Jelili Atiku staged a powerful performance titled The 

Repatriation in London, in front of the British Museum, where some of the Benin bronzes 

were housed. The performance was a visual protest demanding the return of the bronzes to 

Nigeria. It incorporated traditional African symbols, rituals, and chants to invoke the 

ancestral spirits of the artifacts. This type of artistic activism draws attention not only to the 

injustices of the past but also to the ongoing cultural erasure that occurs when such treasures 

are kept outside their place of origin. The performance became an international event, gaining 

media attention and contributing to the growing momentum for the bronzes’ return. 

 

How These Initiatives Influenced Public Opinion and Policy Decisions 

Artistic projects like exhibitions and performances have had a profound influence on public 

opinion regarding the repatriation of the Benin bronzes. They have facilitated a shift in how 

these artifacts are viewed globally, moving from colonial trophies to culturally significant 

objects that represent the heritage and identity of the Benin people. 
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 The Benin Bronzes Project and the performances by Ehikhamenor and Atiku have 

helped humanize the debate surrounding restitution. By depicting the bronzes not as neutral 

objects in museum collections but as symbols of stolen cultural heritage, these projects have 

made the issue more personal and relatable for audiences worldwide. This shift in perception 

has been crucial in shaping public opinion in favor of repatriation. Public sentiment plays a 

key role in influencing policy decisions, as governments and museums are increasingly aware 

of the political and ethical implications of holding onto these artifacts. The 2018 exhibition at 

the British Museum is particularly noteworthy for the way it influenced policy decisions. 

While the museum initially resisted the call for repatriation, the growing pressure from 

Nigerian artists, activists, and the international community led to a change in policy. In 2021, 

the British Museum announced that it would return several Benin bronzes to Nigeria as part 

of a collaborative initiative (Kerr, 2022). This shift was influenced not only by legal and 

diplomatic pressure but also by the increasing public awareness and moral urgency brought 

on by artistic projects. Similarly, the performance art pieces, particularly Atiku's The 

Repatriation, garnered widespread media attention, which helped mobilize global support for 

the bronzes’ return. These performances linked the cultural and emotional significance of the 

bronzes with the broader struggle for African cultural rights and decolonization. By engaging 

with the public through such visceral, highly visible art forms, artists were able to challenge 

the status quo and encourage policy-makers to reconsider the ethical dimensions of holding 

looted artifacts. 

 

Illustrating Examples 

1. The 2018 British Museum Exhibition: The Return of the Benin Bronzes 

While the exhibition itself was controversial, it was an important moment in the 

global conversation on cultural restitution. The display of the Benin bronzes, 

combined with the museum's acknowledgment of their looting, helped raise 

awareness about the bronzes' significance and ignited debates about the ethics of 

holding such artifacts in Western museums (Kerr, 2022). 

2. Victor Ehikhamenor’s Benin Bronzes Project (2018): Through his visual art 

installations and public campaigns, Ehikhamenor has become a significant voice in 

the advocacy for the return of the Benin bronzes. His work has connected the Benin 

bronzes to broader themes of cultural restitution and decolonization, influencing both 

public opinion and diplomatic efforts (Ehikhamenor, 2018). 

3. Jelili Atiku’s The Repatriation (2019): Atiku’s performance in London symbolized 

an urgent demand for the return of looted artifacts and contributed to the public outcry 

that ultimately supported the Benin bronzes’ repatriation. Atiku’s use of performance 

art as a tool for activism provided a stark contrast to the more traditional museum 

settings, helping to humanize the struggle for repatriation (Atiku, 2019). 

 

Artistic projects, whether through exhibitions, visual art, or performance, have played a 

crucial role in raising global awareness about the repatriation of looted Benin bronzes. These 

initiatives have not only educated the public but have also shifted policy and public opinion 

in favor of returning these sacred artifacts. The success of these projects highlights the power 

of art to drive change, making the issue of cultural restitution more tangible and urgent, 

ultimately leading to significant shifts in diplomatic and museum policies regarding looted 

African cultural heritage. 
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Stories of Communities Using Art to Reclaim Heritage 

Communities that have experienced cultural dispossession often turn to artistic practices as a 

way to assert ownership over their history and heritage. The Benin Kingdom, in particular, 

has seen numerous efforts to reclaim the cultural treasures looted during the British punitive 

expedition of 1897. Art has been central to these efforts, serving as a medium for cultural 

reclamation, protest, and advocacy for the return of the Benin bronzes. 

 One example of a community-led artistic intervention is the Benin Heritage 

Movement, a grassroots initiative led by the Benin community, including local artists, 

traditional leaders, and activists. This movement has utilized visual arts, storytelling, and 

public performances to raise awareness about the looted Benin bronzes. In 2019, the Benin 

Heritage Movement organized a major exhibition titled Echoes of Benin: A Call for 

Repatriation in Benin City, Nigeria. The exhibition included replicas of the Benin bronzes, 

local artworks, and archival materials that depicted the historical context of the looting and its 

impact on the people of Benin (Benin Heritage Movement, 2019). The exhibition was 

designed not only to honor the cultural significance of the Benin bronzes but also to 

demonstrate the resilience of the Benin people in the face of cultural erasure. In addition to 

exhibitions, local artists have used traditional media to assert the value of the bronzes and 

their cultural importance. For example, bronze casters in Benin City, who are descendants of 

the artisans who created the original bronzes, have created new sculptures that echo the styles 

of the looted bronzes. This act of artistic reproduction is not only a form of cultural 

preservation but also a statement of cultural pride and continuity (Blier, 2019). The work of 

these artisans, coupled with performances and storytelling, helps to reclaim and redefine the 

Benin cultural heritage that was once stolen and displaced. Furthermore, performance artists 

like Jelili Atiku have been at the forefront of using art to protest the theft of the Benin 

bronzes. Atiku’s The Repatriation performance, staged in London in front of the British 

Museum, was a public demonstration of the Benin community’s demand for the return of the 

bronzes. This event mobilized both local and international support, with Atiku using his body 

and traditional African symbolism to represent the trauma caused by the theft of the artifacts 

and to assert the legitimacy of the community’s claim to their cultural property (Atiku, 2019). 

 

Outcomes and Lessons Learned 

Community-led artistic interventions have had several important outcomes. One of the most 

notable achievements is the increased visibility of the Benin bronzes issue on the global 

stage. These artistic initiatives have played a critical role in shifting the conversation from 

being solely about historical injustices to focusing on the cultural and emotional significance 

of the looted artifacts. The Benin Heritage Movement’s Echoes of Benin exhibition, for 

instance, was successful in educating both local and international audiences about the 

historical context of the looting and its lasting impact on the Benin people (Benin Heritage 

Movement, 2019). By presenting the bronzes not only as objects but also as symbols of 

identity, the exhibition helped foster a deeper emotional connection to the cause of 

repatriation. 

Another key outcome of these artistic interventions has been the strengthening of 

community solidarity. Through collaborative efforts that involve local artists, traditional 

rulers, activists, and the general public, the Benin community has been able to unite in its 

demand for cultural restitution. The creation of new art forms inspired by the looted 

bronzes—whether through visual arts or performance—has provided a means of cultural 

expression that emphasizes the continuity of the Benin cultural identity despite the historical 

disruptions caused by colonialism. The Benin Heritage Movement, for example, has fostered 

a sense of collective ownership over the cultural artifacts and the broader struggle for cultural 
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sovereignty. As the movement continues to gain traction, it has become a powerful voice for 

the repatriation of the Benin bronzes, amplifying local demands through international 

channels (Blier, 2019). 

However, these artistic interventions have also revealed some challenges. One 

significant lesson is that while art can raise awareness and mobilize public opinion, it must be 

part of a broader, multi-faceted approach that includes legal, diplomatic, and political 

strategies. For instance, despite the success of the Echoes of Benin exhibition, the Benin 

bronzes have not yet been fully returned. The British Museum and other institutions that 

house the bronzes have made some concessions, but a full restitution process requires 

sustained diplomatic pressure and cooperation between governments, museums, and local 

communities (Kerr, 2022). Additionally, while the artistic interventions have had significant 

impact, there is a need for more concerted efforts to ensure that the benefits of the 

repatriation process are felt by local communities. Returning the artifacts to Nigeria is only 

one part of the equation. Ensuring that they are properly preserved and displayed in a way 

that benefits the people of Benin is equally important. As such, there is a need for local 

museums and cultural institutions to be strengthened to handle and exhibit these cultural 

treasures appropriately (Sarr & Savoy, 2018). 

 

Illustrating Examples 

1. The Echoes of Benin: A Call for Repatriation Exhibition (2019): This exhibition by 

the Benin Heritage Movement in Benin City brought together local artists, community 

members, and activists to engage the public with the history of the looted bronzes and 

to call for their return. The exhibition served as both an educational tool and a cultural 

reclamation project, making the case for the cultural and historical significance of the 

Benin bronzes (Benin Heritage Movement, 2019). 

2. Bronze Casters in Benin City: Local artisans in Benin City have used their skills in 

bronze casting to reclaim cultural heritage. By reproducing the styles of the looted 

bronzes, these artists not only preserve traditional techniques but also assert the 

continuity of the Benin Kingdom’s cultural heritage (Blier, 2019). 

3. Jelili Atiku’s The Repatriation (2019): Atiku’s performance art protest outside the 

British Museum highlighted the cultural trauma caused by the looting of the Benin 

bronzes. His performance art became a powerful symbol of resistance and played a 

role in galvanizing international support for the return of the artifacts (Atiku, 2019). 

 

Institutional and Bureaucratic Barriers 

The repatriation of looted cultural artifacts, particularly the Benin bronzes taken during the 

1897 British punitive expedition, faces significant institutional and bureaucratic barriers. 

These barriers range from the reluctance of museums to return looted objects, to the political 

inertia that impedes the adoption of meaningful legal frameworks to facilitate restitution. This 

section critically explores the issues surrounding museum reluctance, political inertia, and the 

limitations of existing legal frameworks, providing relevant examples to illustrate these 

challenges. 

 

Issues of Museum Reluctance and Political Inertia 

One of the primary institutional barriers to the repatriation of looted Benin bronzes is the 

reluctance of museums, particularly those in Western countries, to return these objects. The 

British Museum, which houses a significant collection of the Benin bronzes, has been at the 

center of this debate. Despite international pressure and public outcry, the British Museum 

has consistently resisted calls for the return of the Benin bronzes, citing its legal and ethical 
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stance on ownership, as well as the museum’s role in preserving and safeguarding these 

objects for global audiences (Kerr, 2022). The institution has argued that these artifacts, while 

looted, are now part of the world’s shared heritage, and their presence in the museum 

contributes to global cultural education. This reluctance is compounded by political inertia 

within national governments. In many Western countries, there has been a historical 

hesitancy to engage in the complex political and diplomatic negotiations required for the 

restitution of cultural artifacts. In the case of the Benin bronzes, political leaders in the UK, 

France, and other European nations have shown reluctance to push for legal reforms that 

would make the return of looted artifacts a priority. For example, the UK government has 

faced considerable resistance to changing laws governing the ownership of museum 

collections, which are often rooted in the colonial past (Merryman, 2020). This political 

inertia has created a climate where museums are not only unwilling to act voluntarily but are 

also shielded from legal consequences by existing laws that protect their collections. 

 A notable example of museum reluctance is the 2021 statement by the British 

Museum, which, despite acknowledging the historical injustices involved in the looting of the 

Benin bronzes, maintained that they would remain in the museum as part of a shared cultural 

heritage (British Museum, 2021). This refusal to return the bronzes directly contradicts the 

arguments made by advocates for restitution, who assert that cultural ownership should be 

tied to the community from which the artifacts were taken, not to the institutions that hold 

them. 

 

Limitations of Existing Legal Frameworks 

Existing legal frameworks are another significant barrier to the repatriation of the Benin 

bronzes. The laws governing the ownership and transfer of cultural artifacts are outdated and 

were often designed during the colonial period to facilitate the extraction of resources from 

colonized territories. These frameworks are particularly problematic when it comes to the 

restitution of looted artifacts, as they often prioritize the rights of museums over the rights of 

the source communities. 

 In the case of the Benin bronzes, the legal frameworks in many Western countries 

continue to favor the possession of museums. For instance, the UK’s 1963 Museum and 

Galleries Act grants legal protection to museums, making it difficult for governments to 

enforce the return of objects unless there is a clear legal obligation to do so. While the Act 

allows for deaccessioning—removal of items from museum collections—it places significant 

restrictions on the circumstances under which this can happen, making it challenging to 

legally compel the British Museum to return the Benin bronzes (Merryman, 2020). Moreover, 

international law on cultural restitution remains fragmented and lacks enforceable provisions. 

 Although UNESCO’s 1970 Convention on the Means of Prohibiting and Preventing 

the Illicit Import, Export, and Transfer of Ownership of Cultural Property advocates for the 

return of cultural artifacts to their countries of origin, it lacks a binding enforcement 

mechanism. This makes it difficult for countries like Nigeria to claim legal ownership of the 

Benin bronzes and press for their return through formal legal channels. Additionally, the 

1995 UNIDROIT Convention on Stolen or Illegally Exported Cultural Objects, which was 

intended to address this issue, has not been universally adopted, leaving a gap in the 

international legal framework for restitution (UNIDROIT, 1995). 

This legal vacuum has allowed museums to maintain control over the looted artifacts, 

as there is no consistent or binding legal framework that holds institutions accountable for the 

return of cultural property. The absence of such a framework means that cases of looted 

artifacts, such as the Benin bronzes, often become prolonged and complicated, with museums 

invoking legal technicalities to justify their retention. 
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Illustrating Examples 

1. British Museum's Reluctance to Return the Benin Bronzes: The British Museum 

has been at the forefront of resisting the return of the Benin bronzes. Despite the clear 

historical injustice of their looting, the museum has refused to repatriate the bronzes, 

claiming they are part of the world’s shared heritage. This institutional stance has 

been critiqued as perpetuating colonial attitudes and ignoring the cultural rights of the 

Benin people (British Museum, 2021). The refusal to return the bronzes has sparked 

widespread debate and frustration, particularly among Nigerians who see the bronzes 

as vital symbols of their cultural identity and heritage (Kerr, 2022). 

2. The 1963 Museum and Galleries Act (UK): The 1963 Museum and Galleries Act in 

the UK serves as a legal barrier to the return of the Benin bronzes, as it provides legal 

protection for museum collections, making it difficult for the government to compel 

the return of items. This law was designed to prevent the forced sale or removal of 

museum objects, and while it protects national collections, it has become an obstacle 

for restitution claims. Legal scholars have pointed out that the law needs reform to 

allow for the repatriation of looted cultural property (Merryman, 2020). 

3. UNESCO’s 1970 Convention: While UNESCO’s 1970 Convention was a significant 

step toward international cooperation on cultural restitution, its lack of enforceable 

provisions has led to its limited impact. The absence of a clear and binding legal 

framework for the restitution of looted artifacts means that countries like Nigeria must 

rely on diplomatic negotiations and public pressure rather than legal compulsion to 

secure the return of the Benin bronzes (UNESCO, 1970). 

 

The institutional and bureaucratic barriers to the restitution of the looted Benin bronzes 

are rooted in museum reluctance, political inertia, and the limitations of existing legal 

frameworks. Museums like the British Museum continue to resist returning the bronzes, 

citing their role as custodians of world heritage. This institutional reluctance is compounded 

by political resistance within governments, which often prioritize the interests of museums 

over the cultural rights of the communities from which the artifacts were taken. Additionally, 

existing legal frameworks are outdated and do not adequately address the complexities of 

cultural restitution. To overcome these barriers, there is a need for more robust international 

legal frameworks, coupled with sustained political will and institutional accountability, to 

ensure the return of looted cultural artifacts to their rightful communities. 

 

6.2 Funding and Resource Constraints 

The repatriation of looted Benin artefacts is not only a legal, institutional, and political 

challenge but also a matter of resource constraints. Both artists and communities involved in 

advocating for the return of these artifacts face significant financial and logistical obstacles. 

This section critically explores the challenges posed by funding and resource constraints, 

particularly for artists and local communities in their efforts to sustain initiatives, and 

suggests strategies for overcoming these barriers. 

 

Challenges Faced by Artists and Communities in Sustaining Initiatives 

Artists and communities involved in the campaign for the return of looted Benin artefacts 

often struggle with limited financial resources to sustain their initiatives. For artists, the costs 

associated with creating awareness through exhibitions, performances, and other public art 

projects can be prohibitive. For instance, curating exhibitions or organizing public campaigns 

often requires substantial funding for materials, venues, transportation, and other logistical 

considerations. These activities are crucial for raising awareness and mobilizing public 
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opinion on the importance of repatriation, but they are often beyond the financial reach of 

many artists or community organizations. 

Moreover, local communities in Benin City, Nigeria, face similar challenges when it 

comes to funding initiatives aimed at reclaiming their heritage. Many community leaders and 

custodians of heritage struggle with the costs associated with documenting, preserving, and 

promoting their cultural heritage. In the case of the Benin bronzes, the local government and 

cultural institutions in Nigeria often lack the necessary infrastructure and financial backing to 

lead successful advocacy campaigns or to engage in diplomatic efforts for the restitution of 

the bronzes. While the Nigerian government has expressed its commitment to the return of 

these artifacts, the country’s economic challenges complicate efforts to invest in the 

necessary diplomatic and legal battles (Adejuwon, 2020). Additionally, artists and activists 

advocating for the return of looted cultural property frequently face logistical challenges 

related to organizing events, coordinating with international partners, and reaching a global 

audience. The lack of institutional support and the insufficient recognition of the role of art in 

cultural restitution make it difficult to sustain long-term projects. 

 

Strategies for Overcoming Financial and Logistical Obstacles 

Overcoming the financial and logistical constraints faced by artists and communities requires 

a combination of strategic partnerships, grassroots mobilization, and international support. 

Below are several strategies that have been or could be implemented to address these 

challenges: 

1. Collaborative Funding and Partnerships: One key strategy to overcome funding 

constraints is through collaborative funding initiatives, such as crowd-funding or 

partnering with international institutions, non-governmental organizations (NGOs), 

and other stakeholders. In the case of the Benin bronzes, international organizations 

such as UNESCO and the British Council could play a pivotal role in providing 

financial support for awareness campaigns, exhibitions, and researchinitiatives. 

Collaboration with art institutions, museums, and universities can also help offset 

costs and provide platforms for artists to showcase their work on a global stage. For 

example, the collaboration between the Nigerian National Commission for Museums 

and Monuments (NCMM) and international museums has helped in organizing 

exhibitions that raise awareness about the importance of cultural restitution 

(Adejuwon, 2020). 

2. Leveraging Government and International Support: While local governments may 

struggle with resource constraints, international funding from diplomatic missions or 

foreign governments can provide much-needed financial backing. For instance, the 

French government’s commitment to the return of looted African artifacts, including 

some Benin bronzes, reflects how diplomatic support can be used to overcome 

financial barriers (Miller, 2021). Such international commitments can spur the 

allocation of financial resources to local communities and artists involved in 

restitution efforts. 

3. Community-Led Grassroots Mobilization: Grassroots movements and community-

led initiatives can be powerful tools for overcoming resource constraints. While such 

movements may lack large-scale funding, they often benefit from the collective 

strength of communities that are passionate about the cause. Through grassroots 

mobilization, local communities can raise awareness through low-cost methods such 

as social media campaigns, public demonstrations, and collaborative artistic projects. 

For example, the "Benin Bronzes Repatriation Campaign," led by Nigerian activists 

and cultural workers, has utilized online platforms to advocate for the return of these 
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artifacts (Kerr, 2022). The ability to mobilize supporters through digital means 

significantly reduces the need for large financial investments while amplifying the 

voice of local communities. 

4. In-kind Contributions and Resource Sharing: In many instances, partnerships with 

international art institutions, museums, and cultural organizations can lead to in-kind 

contributions that offset the financial burden. These contributions may include 

providing access to spaces for exhibitions, promotional materials, or expertise in 

curating and organizing events. For example, in 2019, the Smithsonian National 

Museum of African Art collaborated with Nigerian cultural institutions to create a 

virtual exhibition focusing on the history and significance of the Benin bronzes. These 

types of partnerships make it possible for artists and cultural advocates to reach 

broader audiences without incurring significant financial costs (Smithsonian, 2019). 

5. Building Long-term Sustainability through Endowments and Grants: To ensure 

that artistic and advocacy projects continue over the long term, artists and 

communities could explore the creation of endowments or apply for grants from art 

foundations and philanthropic organizations. Institutions such as the Ford Foundation 

and the Open Society Foundations offer grants for cultural preservation and artistic 

projects, and such funding could provide a steady stream of financial resources for the 

ongoing campaign to repatriate the Benin bronzes (Ford Foundation, 2020). 

Furthermore, leveraging the financial support of African diasporic communities could 

help sustain initiatives related to the return of looted artifacts. 

 

 

Funding and resource constraints are significant challenges for artists and communities 

involved in advocating for the return of looted Benin bronzes. However, through strategic 

partnerships, grassroots mobilization, and international support, these challenges can be 

mitigated. Collaborative funding efforts, leveraging government and international support, 

and creating sustainable funding models are key strategies that can help ensure the continuity 

and impact of initiatives aimed at cultural restitution. As seen with the Benin bronzes, a 

combination of diplomacy, community advocacy, and artistic intervention has the potential to 

overcome financial and logistical barriers and drive progress toward the return of looted 

cultural property. 

 

Balancing Traditional and Contemporary Approaches 

The struggle to balance traditional cultural practices with contemporary artistic expressions is 

a central issue in the discourse surrounding the repatriation of looted Benin artefacts. This 

section critically explores the tensions between cultural traditions and modern artistic 

approaches in the context of restitution efforts, while also considering the ethical dimensions 

of representation and ownership. 

 

Tensions between Cultural Traditions and Modern Artistic Expression 

The Benin bronzes, which were looted during the British Punitive Expedition of 1897, 

represent not just the historical legacy of the Benin Kingdom but also a rich tradition of 

artistic production rooted in centuries-old practices. These artworks—bronze plaques, 

sculptures, and other artifacts—serve as both symbols of cultural pride and custodians of 

history, with spiritual and royal significance. However, the way these objects are represented 

and interpreted in contemporary art and museums has sparked a tension between the 

traditional understanding of these works and their reinterpretation in modern contexts. 
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In contemporary artistic interventions aimed at the return of the Benin bronzes, there are 

competing narratives about how to approach these objects. On one hand, traditional views of 

the bronzes emphasize their sacred role in Benin culture, where they were used for royal 

ceremonies, as status symbols, and as a way to honor ancestors. On the other hand, modern 

artists often engage with these objects in more abstract, critical, or conceptual ways, seeking 

to challenge the history of colonial looting and exploitation. For instance, Nigerian artist and 

activist Uche Uche created a series of works in 2020 that critiques the West's custodianship 

of the Benin bronzes. Uche’s work blends traditional Benin artistic motifs with contemporary 

techniques to create visually striking pieces that express the deep emotional and cultural 

wounds caused by the theft of the bronzes. This modern approach can conflict with 

traditional perspectives that regard the artifacts as sacred objects, with the incorporation of 

contemporary styles and meanings sometimes seen as inappropriate or disrespectful (Dunne, 

2020). Furthermore, museums in the West, such as the British Museum, often display the 

Benin bronzes in ways that strip them of their spiritual and cultural context. The portrayal of 

these objects in galleries, removed from their place of origin and the narratives they carry, 

may conflict with the traditional beliefs held by the people of Benin. While modern 

exhibitions might aim to highlight the artistic achievements of the Benin Kingdom, they often 

fail to acknowledge the full cultural significance of these pieces, presenting them as mere art 

objects for aesthetic consumption rather than as cultural heritage and historical records 

(Joyce, 2021). 

The blending of traditional and modern approaches raises important questions: How 

can contemporary artists balance their artistic expression with the need to respect the sacred 

and cultural heritage of traditional objects? How can modern representations honor the 

meaning and significance these artifacts have for the communities from which they were 

taken? These questions demand nuanced solutions that respect both the legacy of traditional 

craftsmanship and the agency of contemporary art. 

 

Ethical Considerations in Representation and Ownership 

Ethics plays a central role in the discussion surrounding the repatriation of looted cultural 

artifacts. As modern art practices engage with the Benin bronzes, they raise profound ethical 

questions about representation and ownership. These issues are particularly urgent given the 

historical context of colonialism, where the forced removal of cultural artifacts from their 

native lands was justified through notions of Western superiority and the racialization of 

African cultures. 

The ethical dilemma of ownership is central to the repatriation debate. Who truly 

owns these artifacts—the Western institutions that have held them for over a century, or the 

descendants of the cultures from which they were taken? The traditional perspective is clear: 

these artifacts belong to the people of Benin and should be returned to their rightful home. In 

contrast, some contemporary curatorial practices view the objects as part of the global 

cultural heritage, making it difficult to advocate for their return (Smith, 2019). This tension 

between global heritage and cultural ownership underscores the complexity of the restitution 

process and the need for ethical clarity. Another critical ethical issue relates to how these 

artifacts are represented in both traditional and modern artistic settings. For instance, while 

contemporary artists may use the Benin bronzes to explore themes of colonialism, identity, 

and restitution, they must also navigate the sensitivities surrounding the sacredness of these 

objects. Representation through contemporary art can sometimes be seen as appropriative if it 

is disconnected from the cultural context in which the artifacts were originally created. The 

question then arises: Is it ethical for artists to represent looted cultural property without 

involving the affected communities in the creative process, especially when these 
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representations may distort or misinterpret their significance (Miller, 2020)? The process of 

representing these artifacts in modern art and exhibitions must be handled with respect for the 

cultural and spiritual meanings they held within the Benin Kingdom. Ethical repatriation goes 

beyond the return of the artifacts to their physical location; it also involves reconsidering how 

they are displayed, represented, and interpreted in contemporary art spaces. For example, an 

exhibition that seeks to represent the Benin bronzes should involve consultation with Benin’s 

traditional leaders, cultural custodians, and artists, ensuring that the portrayal of these objects 

aligns with their historical and cultural significance (Vassall, 2022). 

Illustrating Examples 

1. Contemporary Art Projects: The Benin Art Reclamation Project, initiated by 

Nigerian artist Victor Ehikhamenor, exemplifies how contemporary art can balance 

the need for creative expression with respect for traditional values. Ehikhamenor, 

whose works engage with both traditional Benin iconography and modern artistic 

forms, advocates for the return of the bronzes through his paintings and installations, 

which celebrate the cultural significance of the Benin Kingdom while also addressing 

the wounds caused by colonial looting (Vassall, 2022). His work demonstrates how 

modern art can support the ethical process of restitution by emphasizing cultural pride 

while confronting colonial history. 

2. The Benin Bronzes in Global Exhibitions: The exhibition of the Benin bronzes in 

institutions like the British Museum has prompted intense debate about ethical 

representation. While the British Museum claims that it preserves these artifacts as 

part of world heritage, the Benin Royal Palace and cultural organizations argue that 

their spiritual and cultural significance is compromised in a Western museum context 

(Smith, 2019). Some modern exhibitions, such as the 2017 "Looted Artifacts: History 

and Restitution", have tried to address these tensions by including the voices of Benin 

leaders, artists, and activists, ensuring that the artifacts are presented with respect to 

their original meanings. However, this is an ongoing issue, as many feel that museums 

still fail to fully account for the cultural context of these works. 

3. The Role of Benin Cultural Leaders: In 2021, the return of some Benin bronzes 

from the University of Cambridge’s Museum of Archaeology and Anthropology was 

a significant victory for the Benin Kingdom. The process of returning these bronzes 

involved direct consultations with Benin cultural leaders and traditional custodians, 

ensuring that the objects would be returned to a context that preserved their sacred 

value (Miller, 2021). This example illustrates the importance of ethical repatriation 

practices, where the cultural ownership of the objects is acknowledged and respected. 

 

Balancing traditional cultural approaches with modern artistic expression in the context of 

looted Benin artefacts presents ongoing challenges. Contemporary art provides a powerful 

tool for engaging with the restitution debate, but it must navigate the delicate terrain of 

respecting cultural traditions while also offering a critical, modern commentary on 

colonialism and cultural ownership. Ethical considerations around representation and 

ownership are central to these discussions, requiring sensitivity to the cultural and spiritual 

significance of these artifacts. The repatriation of the Benin bronzes must therefore not only 

involve the physical return of the objects but also an ongoing dialogue between tradition and 

modernity, ensuring that both perspectives are honored in the creative and curatorial 

processes. 
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Building Collaborative Networks 

The repatriation of looted Benin artefacts, such as the bronzes taken during the British 

Punitive Expedition of 1897, necessitates the creation of a holistic framework that promotes 

collaboration among various stakeholders, including governments, artists, and communities. 

A successful restitution process requires collective action that bridges the gaps between 

cultural preservation, legal frameworks, and the artistic representation of heritage. This 

section critically examines the importance of building collaborative networks and 

establishing platforms for knowledge-sharing and support in the context of the Benin bronzes' 

return. 

 

Encouraging Partnerships between Governments, Artists, and Communities 

The involvement of multiple stakeholders is crucial for the successful restitution of looted 

cultural artefacts, and this is particularly true for the Benin bronzes. Governments, artists, and 

local communities all play key roles in the process of repatriation, and their collaboration can 

help overcome the challenges posed by political, cultural, and institutional barriers. 

Governments play a pivotal role in the legal and diplomatic aspects of restitution. 

The Nigerian government, for example, has been actively involved in negotiating the return 

of the Benin bronzes from Western institutions. In 2019, the Nigerian government formally 

requested the return of the bronzes, and this diplomatic pressure led to successful agreements 

with institutions like the British Museum, which has agreed to return several pieces (Smith, 

2020). Such international diplomatic efforts can be enhanced when they involve collaboration 

with artists and communities. Artists, as cultural ambassadors, can use their works to draw 

attention to the moral and cultural importance of repatriating the bronzes, thus creating an 

emotional and intellectual platform for dialogue. 

For instance, the Benin Art Reclamation Project, initiated by Nigerian artist Victor 

Ehikhamenor, exemplifies how art can bridge the gap between diplomacy and grassroots 

cultural advocacy. Ehikhamenor’s works, which merge traditional Benin iconography with 

contemporary media, serve as visual statements about the need for cultural restitution. His 

collaborations with local custodians of heritage, including the Benin Royal Palace, ensure 

that the cultural significance of the artefacts is respected while also addressing the global 

narrative surrounding colonial looting (Vassall, 2022). 

Furthermore, local communities, particularly those in Benin City, have a deep, lived 

connection to the bronzes. Their involvement is essential in ensuring that the return process 

aligns with the cultural values and needs of the people. This could include consultative 

processes involving community leaders, artisans, and local cultural custodians who have 

historically preserved the traditions surrounding the Benin bronzes. By fostering partnerships 

with local communities, restitution efforts can also help reintegrate these artefacts into their 

cultural and spiritual contexts. 

 

Establishing Platforms for Knowledge-Sharing and Support 

In addition to fostering partnerships, the establishment of platforms for knowledge-sharing 

and mutual support is fundamental to ensuring that the repatriation process is comprehensive 

and effective. These platforms can provide essential resources, support, and guidance for 

governments, artists, and communities as they navigate the complexities of restitution. 

One example of such a platform is the International Council of Museums (ICOM), which has 

played a central role in the global discussion about the ethical issues surrounding the 

repatriation of cultural artefacts. Through conferences, publications, and collaborations, 

ICOM facilitates dialogue between museum professionals, cultural heritage experts, and 

governments. Their work in advocating for the repatriation of African artefacts, including the 
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Benin bronzes, demonstrates the power of international cooperation in fostering the return of 

looted cultural objects (ICOM, 2021). 

For artists, platforms such as the African Artists' Foundation (AAF) in Nigeria and kó 

Art Space provide spaces for collaboration, creative expression, and dialogue. These 

platforms allow artists to engage with the issues surrounding cultural restitution and to 

develop projects that involve local communities. They also facilitate knowledge-sharing by 

hosting workshops and discussions, enabling artists to learn from each other and from experts 

in the field. By connecting artists from Africa and the diaspora with institutional 

stakeholders, these platforms create opportunities for interdisciplinary approaches to 

repatriation that blend artistic activism with legal and political advocacy. 

Community-based initiatives also play a crucial role in the creation of knowledge-

sharing platforms. For example, in Benin City, local heritage organizations and cultural 

custodians are working to document the histories and spiritual significance of the Benin 

bronzes. This grassroots documentation can support the repatriation process by providing 

authentic and authoritative knowledge of the artefacts' origins and meanings. Establishing a 

network of local heritage centers and educational institutions could further enhance this 

effort, enabling communities to have a stronger voice in the restitution debate. 

A significant platform for knowledge-sharing is the Benin Dialogue Group, a collaboration 

between Nigerian officials, the Benin Royal Palace, and European museums that hold looted 

Benin artefacts. This platform allows for open dialogue between parties and works to build 

trust, develop shared understanding, and facilitate the return of the bronzes to Benin. This 

kind of network fosters cooperation by ensuring that all stakeholders—governments, artists, 

and communities—have a stake in the restitution process (Vassall, 2022). 

 

 

Illustrating Examples 

1. The Benin Dialogue Group: The Benin Dialogue Group is an excellent example of 

how a collaborative platform can work toward restitution. Established in 2010, this 

group comprises the Nigerian government, the Benin Royal Palace, and European 

museums like the Ethnological Museum in Berlin and the British Museum. The group 

aims to facilitate the return of the Benin bronzes through diplomacy, artistic dialogue, 

and shared scholarly research. By creating a platform for all parties involved to 

engage in dialogue, the group has made significant strides in fostering international 

cooperation and understanding, which is crucial for ensuring that the return process is 

respectful and thorough (Smith, 2020). 

2. Collaborative Art Projects  

“One significant example of an artist-government-community partnership is the Benin 

Bronzes Reclamation Art Project led by Nigerian artist Uche Uche. This project 

involves local artisans, the Benin Royal Palace, and Nigerian government officials in 

a collective effort to raise awareness about the historical significance of the bronzes. 

The project uses art installations and exhibitions to engage both local communities 

and international audiences, promoting understanding of the cultural, historical, and 

emotional importance of the Benin bronzes. It highlights how artists can act as 

intermediaries, fostering communication and collaboration among different groups 

involved in the restitution process (Uche, 2021). 

3. The Role of Community Heritage Centers: In Benin City, local community centers 

dedicated to the preservation of Benin cultural heritage, such as the Benin Cultural 

and Heritage Centre, are becoming increasingly important in the restitution debate. 

These centers serve as platforms for local knowledge, providing education and 
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resources for both local communities and international audiences. Through 

workshops, exhibitions, and cultural events, these centers help communities reclaim 

their heritage while also offering a space for collaboration with artists and 

governmental bodies involved in restitution efforts. 

 

Building collaborative networks between governments, artists, and local communities is 

essential to the success of repatriation efforts for looted cultural artefacts such as the Benin 

bronzes. By fostering partnerships that bridge legal, cultural, and artistic efforts, stakeholders 

can create a holistic framework that respects the cultural significance of these objects and 

facilitates their return to their rightful place. Platforms for knowledge-sharing and support, 

such as the Benin Dialogue Group and community heritage centers, are key to ensuring that 

these efforts are sustained and that all voices—particularly those of the affected 

communities—are heard in the restitution process. 

 

Empowering Affected Communities 

The restitution of looted cultural artefacts, particularly the Benin bronzes taken during the 

British Punitive Expedition of 1897, is not only a political and legal matter but also an issue 

of cultural empowerment for the affected communities. In the context of the Benin bronzes, 

empowering the communities from which these artefacts were taken is crucial to ensuring 

that restitution is not merely a symbolic gesture, but an opportunity for cultural revitalization 

and self-determination. This section critically addresses two key aspects of empowering 

affected communities: ensuring local leadership in the restitution process and providing 

resources for heritage preservation and cultural revitalization. 

 

Ensuring Local Leadership in Restitution Processes 

Local leadership is essential in the restitution of cultural artefacts to ensure that the voices of 

the communities directly affected by the looting are heard and respected. The Benin bronzes, 

as sacred and culturally significant objects, belong not only to the people of Benin but also to 

the broader African cultural heritage. Therefore, it is crucial that local leaders, particularly 

those from the Benin Kingdom, play a central role in the restitution process. Empowering 

local leadership allows for a restitution process that is more aligned with the cultural values 

and historical context of the artefacts, and it helps preserve the integrity of the objects. 

The Benin Royal Palace has been a key player in the restitution efforts for the Benin 

bronzes. The Palace has historically been the custodian of the Benin Bronzes and other 

cultural treasures, and its leaders, particularly the Oba of Benin, hold significant cultural and 

political influence. For example, the Oba Ewuare II has been a vocal advocate for the return 

of the bronzes, emphasizing their sacred role in the cultural and spiritual life of the Benin 

people. His leadership has played a critical role in organizing diplomatic and legal efforts 

toward repatriation, as well as in fostering collaboration with international institutions 

(Vassall, 2022). Furthermore, local custodians of cultural heritage, such as artisans, scholars, 

and community leaders, should be empowered to participate in discussions and decisions 

about the return of the bronzes. For instance, Benin bronzes are not just art objects; they are 

also connected to traditional rituals, ceremonies, and the community’s identity. Local 

involvement ensures that the artefacts are not simply returned to a museum or stored away 

but are reintegrated into the cultural fabric of the community. This can also provide a 

platform for local leaders to articulate the historical trauma caused by colonial looting and its 

lasting effects on their culture. 
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Example: The collaboration between the Benin Royal Palace and the Nigerian government in 

the Benin Dialogue Group exemplifies the critical role of local leadership. The Oba of 

Benin's leadership has been instrumental in advocating for the return of the bronzes from 

European museums, ensuring that the community’s interests are central to the restitution 

process (Smith, 2020). 

 

Providing Resources for Heritage Preservation and Cultural Revitalization 

Empowering affected communities requires not only leadership but also resources for the 

sustainable preservation and revitalization of cultural heritage. The restitution of the Benin 

bronzes should be seen as part of a broader effort to strengthen the cultural identity of the 

Benin people, through investments in the preservation of their cultural heritage and the 

promotion of their artistic traditions. These resources may include funding for conservation 

projects, the establishment of heritage centers, educational programs, and support for local 

artisans who can continue to practice and pass on traditional art forms. 

The Benin National Museum and other local institutions play a critical role in 

ensuring the safe storage and preservation of the returned artefacts, and they must be 

adequately funded to carry out this work. In addition, resources should be allocated to support 

the training of local conservationists and cultural heritage professionals, enabling the 

community to maintain and protect its cultural assets in the long term. For example, Benin 

artisans—such as bronze casters—have historically been the creators of the artefacts that 

were looted, and their traditional knowledge and techniques are an invaluable part of the 

cultural heritage of Benin. By supporting these artisans through grants, workshops, and 

community initiatives, affected communities can ensure that this important cultural practice is 

preserved for future generations (Uche, 2021). 

A significant part of this revitalization process involves the re-establishment of 

cultural and spiritual practices associated with the artefacts. Many of the looted Benin 

bronzes were used in royal rituals, including ceremonies that were integral to the Kingdom of 

Benin's governance. The return of the bronzes provides an opportunity for local communities 

to re-engage with these practices, restoring a sense of cultural continuity and spiritual 

connection to the objects. 

Example: One important initiative that supports heritage preservation is the Benin Cultural 

and Heritage Center, a local organization in Benin City. The center focuses on preserving the 

cultural heritage of the Benin people by offering educational programs, exhibitions, and 

workshops for the local community. The center has also worked on several initiatives aimed 

at promoting the continued practice of Benin’s traditional art forms, such as bronze casting 

and ivory carving. By investing in these types of community-run institutions, resources can 

be allocated to preserving the legacy of the Benin bronzes, as well as supporting 

contemporary interpretations of Benin art (Vassall, 2022). Additionally, the Nigerian 

government, in collaboration with international partners, could establish cultural 

revitalization programs that focus on the tangible and intangible aspects of Benin heritage. 

This could include funding for the creation of artisans' workshops that foster traditional 

craftsmanship, as well as projects that connect the community to its heritage through public 

art, digital archives, and educational curricula that focus on the history and significance of the 

Benin bronzes. Such programs would help ensure that the restitution process extends beyond 

the return of physical artefacts to include the preservation and celebration of the cultural 

practices and knowledge that produced them. 

 

Example: One such initiative is the Nigeria’s National Endowment for the Arts (NEA), which 

has partnered with cultural organizations to provide grants aimed at preserving traditional art 
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forms and cultural heritage. These grants could be expanded to support the preservation of 

the Benin bronzes and the revitalization of Benin's artistic traditions, ensuring that these 

practices continue to be passed on to future generations (Uche, 2021). 

Empowering affected communities in the restitution process is crucial for ensuring 

that the return of looted artefacts such as the Benin bronzes leads to long-term cultural 

revitalization and healing. By ensuring local leadership in the restitution processes and 

providing the necessary resources for heritage preservation and cultural revitalization, the 

process can foster a deeper connection between the Benin people and their cultural heritage. 

These efforts will not only help preserve the cultural significance of the Benin bronzes but 

also ensure that the community's artistic and cultural practices continue to thrive, contributing 

to a broader narrative of decolonization and cultural restitution. 

 

Integrating Art into Policy Advocacy 

Leveraging Artistic Initiatives to Influence Policy and Legal Reforms 

Art has long been recognized as a powerful tool for influencing societal change, and its 

potential to shape policy and legal reforms is particularly evident when it comes to sensitive 

issues such as the restitution of cultural artifacts. In the context of the looted Benin artefacts 

of 1897, artistic initiatives can be employed to raise public awareness, challenge existing 

narratives, and press for policy changes regarding the return of these objects to their rightful 

owners. 

 Artists have historically used their work to critique colonialism and its ongoing 

impacts on post-colonial societies. For instance, the return of the Benin Bronzes, which were 

stolen during the British punitive expedition of 1897, has been a central issue in the debate on 

cultural restitution (Farchakh, 2020). By using visual art, performances, and exhibitions, 

artists can shed light on the historical injustice and highlight the cultural significance of these 

objects. Artistic representations, such as the symbolic recreation of looted artifacts, or the 

juxtaposition of stolen artifacts within colonial settings, can create a powerful visual narrative 

that influences public opinion and ultimately prompts legal and policy reform. 

The repatriation of looted artifacts often faces significant resistance from Western 

institutions, which argue that these objects are part of global heritage and should remain in 

museums. However, art can counteract these arguments by emphasizing the rights of 

communities to their cultural heritage. For example, in the case of the Benin Bronzes, 

contemporary African artists like Chika Okeke-Agulu have created works that focus on the 

ethical and cultural implications of the artifacts' theft (Okeke-Agulu, 2020). By portraying 

these objects in new contexts, artists are able to challenge colonial narratives and advocate 

for policy shifts towards their return. Additionally, art can be instrumental in lobbying for 

legislative change. Art exhibitions or installations that focus on the history and contemporary 

struggles surrounding the looted Benin artefacts can serve as platforms for advocacy, 

engaging policymakers, activists, and the general public. The global visibility of such artistic 

initiatives can pressure governments to take concrete actions in advancing legal reforms 

related to cultural restitution. 

 

Institutionalizing Art as a Tool for Education and Advocacy 

Institutionalizing art as a tool for education and advocacy is essential for embedding its role 

in policy discussions surrounding the restitution of looted cultural artifacts. In this context, 

integrating art into educational curricula, public policy debates, and government strategies 

can help build a deeper understanding of the cultural significance of the Benin Bronzes and 

other similar artifacts. Educational institutions and museums can play a crucial role in 

institutionalizing art by creating specialized programs and courses that address the history of 
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colonialism, the significance of cultural heritage, and the ethical considerations involved in 

the repatriation of stolen artifacts. This type of education can equip future policymakers and 

cultural leaders with the knowledge needed to make informed decisions about the restitution 

of cultural property. For example, institutions like the University of Benin in Nigeria offer 

programs that explore the intersection of art, history, and politics, providing a foundation for 

advocacy regarding the repatriation of looted artifacts (Olowu, 2019). 

Art can also be used as a form of public advocacy, educating the wider public on the 

importance of cultural restitution. Public art installations, like those created by Nigerian artist 

Peju Alatise, who has raised awareness on issues related to cultural heritage and identity, can 

create a broader dialogue on the need for the return of looted artifacts. In this way, art 

functions not only as a means of political expression but also as a method of educating the 

public about the need for legal and policy reform regarding cultural property (Alatise, 2021). 

 Moreover, institutionalizing art within international frameworks, such as UNESCO or 

the African Union, can elevate the role of artistic advocacy in global discussions about 

cultural restitution. For example, the African Union has increasingly emphasized the 

importance of cultural heritage and the repatriation of African artifacts, with art playing a key 

role in these discussions (United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization 

[UNESCO], 2018). 

In summary, integrating art into policy advocacy offers a multifaceted approach to 

addressing the restitution of looted Benin artefacts. Through artistic initiatives that challenge 

colonial histories and create platforms for public dialogue, art can influence legal and policy 

reforms. When institutionalized within educational systems and advocacy frameworks, art 

becomes a vital tool in advancing the broader movement for cultural restitution. 

 

Reaffirming the Role of Restitution in Cultural Justice 

Restitution as a Pathway to Healing and Revitalization 

Cultural restitution, particularly the repatriation of looted Benin artefacts from the 1897 

British Punitive Expedition, plays a pivotal role in restoring cultural heritage that was 

unlawfully seized during colonial times. It offers an opportunity for healing for the affected 

communities by acknowledging past injustices and restoring cultural identity. The return of 

the Benin Bronzes and other artifacts to Nigeria is seen as a powerful form of restorative 

justice, allowing the Benin Kingdom to reconnect with its cultural heritage and religious 

practices that were disrupted by colonial violence. The restitution of these artifacts is not only 

symbolic but is also an integral step toward healing, as it allows the community to reclaim its 

lost cultural significance and spiritual connection. 

An example is the return of the Benin Bronzes from various European museums. The 

recent return of Benin artefacts by institutions like the University of Cambridge, the British 

Museum, and the Humboldt Forum signals a shift towards acknowledging the legitimacy of 

African claims to their cultural heritage. The return of these artifacts can contribute to the 

rejuvenation of local cultures, as their symbolic meaning, historical value, and role in 

communal ceremonies are restored to the people of Benin. Such acts serve to repair cultural 

trauma inflicted by colonialism, ultimately fostering a sense of dignity and pride for the 

descendants of those who were directly affected by these cultural thefts. 

 

Importance of Harmonizing Diverse Approaches for Sustainable Outcomes 

The restitution of cultural artifacts must not be seen as a one-size-fits-all solution; rather, it 

requires a multifaceted approach that combines legal, diplomatic, and cultural strategies for 

effective and sustainable outcomes. A key element in this is recognizing that the complexities 

surrounding the return of looted artifacts—such as those taken during the Benin Expedition—
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require cooperation between local governments, international bodies, museums, scholars, and 

the affected communities. This diversity of approaches ensures that restitution efforts are 

comprehensive and sensitive to the unique cultural and historical contexts of each case. 

The African Union (AU) and UNESCO have been instrumental in advocating for the 

return of looted cultural heritage, including the Benin artefacts. The involvement of global 

institutions allows for the coordination of efforts that balance the legal and moral aspects of 

restitution with the needs of the local communities. On the ground, the Benin Kingdom has 

also set up initiatives to integrate these returned artifacts into the local economy and cultural 

framework, such as plans for new museums and cultural centers to house and showcase the 

returned objects. This alignment between national and international efforts ensures that the 

restitution process contributes to long-term cultural and economic sustainability for the 

people of Benin. 

Additionally, the return of Benin artefacts cannot be considered as a simple transfer of 

property. The process must be accompanied by a broader cultural reawakening that involves 

education, cultural revitalization, and the reintegration of these items into the community’s 

rituals and heritage. The harmonization of legal action with cultural practices ensures that 

restitution is not just a return of objects, but a restoration of cultural justice. For example, the 

opening of the Edo Museum of West African Art (EMOWAA) in Benin City, planned to 

house returned Benin Bronzes, demonstrates a holistic approach where restitution is 

integrated with the community's cultural identity, fostering pride and education. 

 

A Call to Action 

Need for Sustained Commitment from Global and Local Stakeholders 

The restitution of looted cultural artifacts, such as the Benin Bronzes, requires ongoing 

commitment and collaboration from both global and local stakeholders to ensure long-term 

success and sustainability. This involves not only the return of cultural objects but also the 

establishment of frameworks that allow for their effective integration into the cultural and 

economic lives of their original communities. Global actors, such as museums, governments, 

and international organizations like UNESCO, have a significant role in recognizing the 

ethical responsibility of returning stolen cultural heritage. Local stakeholders, including 

cultural institutions, communities, and indigenous leaders, must also be actively involved in 

guiding the restitution process, ensuring that the returned objects are respected, preserved, 

and used in ways that contribute to local heritage and development. 

An example of sustained commitment is the growing trend of partnerships between 

European museums and Nigerian institutions. For instance, the British Museum has pledged 

to work closely with the Nigerian government and the Benin Royal Court in planning for the 

return and display of the Benin Bronzes. These collaborations not only aim at physical 

repatriation but also at sharing knowledge and resources for the preservation of cultural 

artifacts (Nielsen, 2022). Local stakeholders, including the Benin Traditional Council, have 

emphasized the importance of ensuring that these artifacts are displayed in culturally 

appropriate ways that respect their historical significance and religious importance. This 

partnership model underscores the necessity of a sustained, two-way dialogue to safeguard 

the integrity of the restitution process. 

Moreover, the involvement of international organizations like the African Union (AU) 

and UNESCO in advocating for the repatriation of looted cultural heritage underscores the 

need for a collective, global effort to address these historical wrongs. The AU’s adoption of 

resolutions urging the return of African cultural property, along with UNESCO's role in 

facilitating dialogue between governments and institutions, highlights the importance of 

international solidarity in advancing the cause of restitution (UNESCO, 2021). These efforts 
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are essential to maintain pressure on museums and governments that continue to hold onto 

stolen artifacts and to ensure that repatriation is seen as a moral imperative rather than a 

sporadic event. 

 

Conclusion 

A future where restitution fosters cultural pride and mutual respect hinges on a 

transformation in how both African communities and the global public view cultural property 

and heritage. The repatriation of Benin Bronzes is not just about returning objects; it is about 

restoring a people's identity, dignity, and historical narrative that was disrupted during 

colonialism. This vision is best realized when restitution goes beyond the mere return of 

artifacts, integrating the returned items into a broader cultural revitalization process that 

benefits both the local and global community. 

For example, the establishment of the Edo Museum of West African Art (EMOWAA) 

in Benin City, Nigeria, provides a model for how restitution can foster cultural pride. This 

museum, designed to house the returned Benin Bronzes, will not only serve as a space for 

displaying these artifacts but also as a center for education, research, and cultural exchange 

(Ogunleye, 2023). This vision reflects a future where the return of cultural objects can be 

seen as an opportunity for local communities to strengthen their cultural identity while 

fostering global understanding and respect. By creating a platform for mutual exchange, 

EMOWAA offers a space where international visitors can engage with the history of Benin in 

a respectful and informed manner, ultimately promoting mutual understanding and respect. 

Further, a future where restitution leads to mutual respect requires a commitment from both 

the global North and South to shift from a mindset of ownership to one of shared 

responsibility and recognition of cultural rights. Museums around the world, particularly in 

Europe, must begin to recognize that the looted Benin Bronzes are not mere artifacts but 

symbols of a nation's heritage and pride. The Benin Kingdom’s participation in decisions 

regarding the display, interpretation, and use of the returned artifacts will be crucial in 

shaping a new, collaborative understanding of cultural heritage. 

In this vision, the return of Benin Bronzes and other African cultural treasures can be 

seen as a step towards repairing the fractured relationships between the global North and 

South. Through dialogue, collaboration, and respect for cultural differences, restitution can 

contribute to the creation of a more just and equitable global cultural landscape. The 

restitution process, as illustrated by the Benin case, has the potential not only to heal 

historical wounds but also to foster a future where cultural pride is nurtured, and cultural 

diversity is celebrated. 
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