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Extracted Material Cultural Heritage:
A Matter of the Commons?

Essay

The debate around the provenance and restitution of objects in European museums
is not new, however highly topical. With today’s political dynamics and the ‘western’
states’ attempt to escape colonial power asymmetries, re-launching the debate asks
for a profound rethinking of object and state identity. Imagining their trajectory
within the processes of extractivism and commoning might bring fresh
perspectives.

Benin Bronzes in the British Museum in London
(photo by Son of Groucho, cf. bibliography)
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Extracted Material Cultural Heritage: A Matter of
the Commons?

The debate around the provenance and restitution of objects in European museums is
not new, however highly topical. With today’s political dynamics and the ‘western’
states’ attempt to escape colonial power asymmetries, re-launching the debate asks
for a profound rethinking of object and state identity. Imagining their trajectory within
the processes of extractivism and commoning might bring fresh perspectives.

In her inaugural lecture at the newly created
Chair of Cultural History of Artistic Heritage
in Europe at the College de France in 2017, art
historian and professor Bénédicte Savoy
sketches an image of a future where cultural
heritage is governed through common
engagement of the world’s nations (Savoy
2018). Savoy, a pioneer of the 21st century'’s
restitution debate, pleads for an ideological
and practical rethinking of Europe’s dealing
with its past and the material cultural heritage
it currently has in its possession. This
includes, among other things, a stronger
orientation towards an international bundling
of efforts in regard to the restitution of said
material cultural heritage — namely the vast
number of objects with non-European
provenance that have filled European cabinets
of ‘curiosities’, museums and their depots
mainly since the colonial plundering and
discovery expeditions of the 18t century. The
highly topical discussion around the
restitution of non-European material cultural
heritage revolves around the question of
ownership and possession! and is to be
located in the postcolonial discourse and the
frequently discussed attempt at
‘decolonization’. It is thus worth taking a
closer look at the idea of a joint governing of
cultural heritage, that Bénédicte Savoy and
others touch upon, and to raise the question:
is material cultural heritage a matter of the
commons? In other words: can, or should it
be governed commonly? And if so, who are
the parties involved, and how would their
commoning practice look like? In the
following essay, an approximation to
answering these questions will be attempted.

One particular theoretical premise might help
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us with approaching the questions above:
material cultural heritage can be understood
as an extractable resource?: It can be collec-
ted, displaced and stolen, transferred and
shifted across different spaces, disintegrated
and decontextualized. In this sense, the ex-
tracted material leaves behind empty spaces
that are re-filled with the feelings of loss,
grief, or despair.

Moreover, material cultural heritage is a non-
renewable resource. For the present exam-
ple, this would mean that former colonial po-
wers have extracted and expropriated unique
objects from the ones who originally created
and/or owned them. By being extracted, the-
se objects change their possessor, but not
the content they were given by their owners.
An extracted object remains to be a bearer of
its owner's knowledge, (collective) memory
or meaning, sometimes even an ancestor'’s
spirit. Its multi-layered biography is intrinsic.

This highlights the importance of distinguis-
hing between ‘owner’ and ‘possessor’ befo-
re going any further. Dealing with extracted
and displaced objects can therefore only hap-
pen multilaterally by bringing together ow-
ners (those who have been expropriated) and
possessors (those who have appropriated).
Thus, these two parties are the actual ‘com-
moners’ in the context of this essay.

What arises next, however, might not only be
an ideological but also a logistical challenge:
Who exactly are the original owners of mate-
rial cultural heritage and what if they no lon-
ger exist? Who are the commoners then? For
example, British colonialists invaded the King-
dom of Benin in 1897 They plundered, de-
stroyed, and later traded off a myriad of
artworks from Benin's Royal Palace (the so
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called ‘Benin Bronzes', MKB 2022). The King-
dom of Benin ceased to exist — today, its for-
mer regions lie on the territory of the Federal
Republic of Nigeria. Although the original
creators and owners of those bronze works
are not alive any more, their descendants are.
It is all the more important that the present-
day state of Nigeria is recognized as a sover-
eign state and, thus, as a commoner, when
discussing restitution of those objects. The
same applies to other once colonized states:
acknowledging their independence and so-
vereignty is a must, not only in terms of pro-
cessing history, but also in order to actually
make a fair commoning practice happen.

If objects that were extracted under asymme-
trical power relations in the course of colonia-
lism are treated as a commons, and the
present day states as commoners, it beco-
mes clear that they are embedded in an in-
tertwinement of transnational relations that
cannot be ignored. Put into rather euphemi-
stic terms; these objects will always tell of a
shared history. Treating material cultural heri-
tage as a commons is thus inevitable.

However, this should not imply that they sim-
ply “belong to everyone” but rather that the
commoners have a shared responsibility to-
wards dealing with the objects in discussion.
This includes proactively restituting stolen
material cultural heritage, or at least enabling
and increasing access to knowledge about
their existence. And even more so, it means
finding ways to fill the voids left behind as
well as to organize the new spaces created
once the artefacts are transferred. This can
be accomplished by establishing places and
institutions of memory, and constructing
spaces where knowledge is maintained and
transmitted broadly.

As mentioned above, treating material cultu-
ral heritage as a commons should by no
means lead to the utopia of a “world muse-
um’ This would only be the extended version
of an old idea: a museum that grants access
to those who can afford to pay the visit. And
after all, why should an Amazonian Machigen-
gua member have to travel to Europe and buy
an entry ticket to a museum to see the flute
that once belonged to their grandfather3?
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Looking at the accessibility and excludability
of material cultural heritage as a commons, it
can be concluded that the idea of a ‘transna-
tional commons’ can only come into fruition
under the following condition: if the locations
of knowledge storage and transmission (eit-
her through the presence of the object in a
museum or the creation of knowledge ves-
sels as placeholder for the missing object) are
not limited to the so called ‘western’ coun-
tries, but spread out more widely and flexib-
ly. Object and knowledge transfer must be
negotiated through joint action in order to
turn the material as well as their intellectual
dimension into a truly accessible commons.

Thus, if cultural heritage is treated as a com-
mons, its extractive dimension, as well as the
multilateral responsibility around it becomes
clear. With this in mind, questions of restitu-
tion and rethinking of museum practice can
be tackled decisively and without recreating
or reinforcing power dynamics of past times.
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Footnotes

1 Here, | use ‘ownership’ and ‘possession’ as two different modes of holding an object, as
also used in legal understanding. For example, Greece is the rightful owner of the metopes
of the Athenian Parthenon, whereas the British Museum possesses them.

2 The main idea of ‘cultural extractivism’ originates from an exhibition in 2021 called “Extrac-
tive Zones" at the Museum der Kulturen in Basel, in whose course Bénédicte Savoy held a
presentation about the extractive character of European museums' collecting practice.

3 After the idea of Arno Bertina's Mona Lisa in Bangoulap (Bertina 2016).
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Through this pilot project, the student association enables students of Ethnologie (BA) and
Anthropology (MA) in Basel to gain valuable experience in publishing during their studies,
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