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Dear delegates,

We are very pleased to welcome you to the United Nations Educational, Scientific and
Cultural Organization (UNESCO) committee of CalsMUN 2023. This research report serves
as a way for you to familiarise yourself with the issues which will be discussed in our
committee. We sincerely hope this will guide you and provide a concrete overview of the
issue at hand. Please feel free to partake in your own additional research, a good start for
this could be the texts found in the bibliography. Especially think about and research the
opinion and stance of the country you will be representing. We look forward to seeing you at
CalsMUN 2023 and good luck preparing!

Sincerely,

Your chairs, Steven Oerlemans and Lucy Moons
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General Overview

During colonial times, European countries ruled over countries all around the world. They
would build massive empires and benefit from all kinds of trade and natural resources that
these colonised countries possessed. The European colonists were under the impression
that everything in the colonised countries were automatically theirs. Amongst these things
are different artworks which were taken during colonial times. All over Europe this ‘stolen art’
is displayed in museums. However, questions are starting to arise regarding whether stolen
art should be returned to the countries of origin.

We define stolen art as the stealing of paintings, sculptures, or other forms of visual art from
galleries, museums or other public and private locations. Countries of origin are defined as
the country where the artwork was originally created. Regarding the returning of these
artworks, points towards any country or institution that is in possession of artworks which did
not originate in that same place.

3



As we are starting to look at history and especially colonial times more critically, the question
of returning stolen art to their countries of origin also emerged. Around 1950 truths about
colonisation and crimes against humanity began to be exposed. This caused countries to
desire some restitution and justice for the wrong that had been done to them. More and more
laws and treaties are starting to facilitate this desire (German, n.d.). In different countries this
debate is lively, as many nations were involved in the colonisation. Both as colonisers and
the ones being colonised. In the Netherlands an advising committee recommended the
government that they should return art objects taken without consent to the country of origin
(Daniels, 2020). In France it manifested in a more radical way, where activists would attempt
to take the stolen art out of the museums, stealing the art back in some way (Daniels, 2020).
Some governments are more progressive and willing to consider returning these objects,
whereas other governments are very reluctant in this issue. Parties who often argue in favour
of returning stolen art use different arguments, including that it is morally correct, reflects
basic property laws that stolen or looted property should be returned to its rightful owner and
that cultural object belong with the cultures that created them and by not returning stolen art
it is arguable that colonist ideologies, which have racists undertones, are kept intact
(German, n.d.). On the other hand, parties that argue against returning stolen art make
arguments like the following: If all museums returned objects to their countries of origin, a lot
of museums would be nearly empty, origin countries do not have adequate facilities or
personnel (because of poverty and/or armed conflict) to receive repatriated materials so
objects are safer where they are now and universal museums enable a lot of art from a lot of
different places to be seen by a lot of people easily. This reflects our modern globalist or
cosmopolitan outlook (German, n.d.). An example of a stolen art case is the Koh-i-noor
diamond, which is one of the largest cut diamonds in the world. The diamond was seized
from India by the British East India Company in 1849 and it is now part of the British crown
jewels (German, n.d.). This is just one example and there are many more cases similar to
this.
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At its core this issue is a legal issue as it depends severely on international law. In the 20th

century efforts have been made to establish an international framework with laws dealing
with this question. For example, following the second world war where a lot of art was stolen
and destroyed, the 1954 Hague convention sought to protect cultural property and art during
armed conflict (German, n.d.). Furthermore, the 1970 UNESCO Convention established that
stolen objects are allowed to be taken a hold of when proof of ownership is provided. This
was followed by the 1995 UNIDROIT Convention on Stolen or Illegally Exported Cultural
Objects, which calls for the return of illegally excavated and exported cultural property
(German, n.d.). These conventions provide a legal framework where the question of returning
stolen art can be debated. Without conventions such as this, there would be absolutely no
(legal) obligation to return any stolen art objects to countries of origin. At first, these cases
would be treated per stolen object individually and negotiations would take place between the
nations involved. However, recently international pressure has been beginning to rise and
because of this some former colonial powers are considering returning a bulk of their stolen
objects. These decisions are mostly based on reports and recommendations they receive.
These countries are, amongst others, The Netherlands, Germany and France (German,
n.d.).

.Major Parties Involved

Different stakeholders are very important in this question. On one hand there are former
colonial powers like the United Kingdom, The Netherlands, Spain and France, who play a
very important role as they are the ones who eventually have to take steps to actually return
this stolen art. And on the other hand there are former colonised nations, mostly based in the
global south. These are African nations, as well as nations in Asia and South-America.
Countries that are leading in demanding stolen objects back are Benin, Cambodia and
Thailand (Wbur, 2021). Countries are starting to return artefacts to their countries of origin.
For example, France returned 26 cultural artefacts to Benin in November of 2021 (Moran,
2021). Moreover, the Netherlands is set to return thousands of artefacts taken from former
colonies. This will make them a leader in returning stolen artefacts from the colonial-era
(Bloom, 2021). However, there are still an abundance of stolen artworks in Western
museums, like the British Museum, who are not planning on returning all these artworks

Possible Solutions

This completes the contextualization and explanation of the issue at hand. When thinking

about solutions for this issue we can consider some of the following ideas:

● Establishing relationships between museums so that stolen artefacts that are returned

to their countries of origin can still be loaned to other museums.

5



● Establishing an international agreement between countries, which creates a

framework and norm as to what is the best way to approach the question of returning

stolen artefacts.

● Encouraging countries to create national legislation and laws regarding the return of

stolen artefacts in their possession.
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Case Example:

Bastow, K. (2022, November 2). How Do Stolen Artifacts Get Returned? Washingtonian - the

Website That Washington Lives By.

https://www.washingtonian.com/2022/10/31/how-do-stolen-artifacts-get-returned/
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