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PREFACE

king Group on
Decolonisation

In its Strategic Plan 2022-2028, ICOM recognises the role that museums have played

in colonisation and outlined the objective of leading a global forum to explore the key
issues and identify best practice on decolonisation and museums. The Strategic Plan cites
the objective for ICOM to proactively address decolonisation, cultural rights and
democracy. ICOM wants to find ways to support museums to engage with communities
and highlight good practices in the field.

To this aim, the Working Group on Decolonisation (WGD) was appointed in 2023.
According to its Mandate (see Appendix), the purpose of the Working Group is to advise
the Executive Board on how ICOM, as the global voice of museum professionals and

as an international NGO, can address key topics around decolonisation, and ensure
exemplary institutional practice, seeking equity and social inclusion.

Having had less than two years to work on the report, the WGD is fully aware that we
can't cover everything here. Nevertheless, any errors or omissions are those of the
Working Group. We gathered a lot of input from online meetings with ICOM members
and Indigenous people, from surveys that we sent to the ICOM Bodies, and in thinking
along with other committees such as ETHCOM in reviewing the Code of Ethics. We
invited guest speakers to our meetings and attended conferences online or in person.

The knowledge gained from all these sources has found its way into this report and
resulted in the eight recommendations. It is truly an amalgam of all the voices we
consulted and heard. As a Working Group, we wrote this report together and thus also
our voices are represented and merged. It is with pleasure and pride that we present our
report now to the Executive Board. It will now be up to the soon to be formed Standing
Committee to discuss these findings and recommendations, and build upon our work to
determine priorities and a course of action.

Speaking personally, | very much appreciated the participation of the Working Group
members and the way we worked together. We discussed many issues during our
monthly WGD meetings, learnt from each other and our daily practices. A warm thank
you to all the members of the WG for their input, trust and friendship.

Hanna Pennock
Chair of the Working Group on Decolonisation
September 2025 / June 2026
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The Working Group was comprised of:
Isabel Beirigo, ICOM Netherlands
Catherine C. Cole, ICOM Canada
Carly Degbelo, ICOM Benin

Abeer Eladany, ICOM UK

Phaedra Fang, ICOM NATHIST

Suy Lan Hopmann, ICOM Germany

Ex-officio members:

Emma Nardi, ICOM President

Marilia Bonas, ICOM Executive Board Member
Rachelle Doucet, ICOM Executive Board Member
Terry Simioti Nyambe, ICOM Vice-President
Karin Weil, ICOM Executive Board Member

Asma Ibrahim, ICOM Pakistan

prachi, ICOM India

Natalie McGuire, ICOM Barbados

Camila Opazo, ICOM Spain

Ishola Chinedu Ozueigbo, ICOM Nigeria

Rachelle Kalee, ICOM Secretariat

Katharine Turvey, ICOM Secretariat (until December 2024)
Hanna Pennock, ICOM Netherlands, Chair

Special thanks go to Rachelle who supported us from the ICOM Secretariat not only
technically but also with valuable input; to Terry for helping us to understand the workings of
the Executive Board, to prachi for the design of the report and last but not least to Catherine
for taking the lead in editing this report.

We'd also like to express our gratitude to all of the people who provided input into this report
through the interviews, surveys, meetings and conferences. We appreciate your time and we
value your contributions.

We warmly thank our partners for their support, particularly in the two in-person meetings:
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In 2023, in response to the 2022-2028 Strategic Plan, ICOM established a Working Group
on Decolonisation with a mandate to advise the Executive Board about how ICOM, as an
international voice of museum professionals, can address decolonisation and seek equity
and inclusion in museums around the world (see Appendix 1). The Working Group is ICOM's
important first step towards becoming a ‘global forum’ to explore the key issues and identify
‘best practices’ for the decolonisation of museums and ensure exemplary institutional
practice (although the concept of best practices is considered by some to be colonial —
‘best’ to whom?). But this is just a first step; there is much more work to be done. ICOM has
acknowledged the role that museums have played in colonisation and, through the Working
Group, is proactively addressing decolonisation, cultural rights and democracy, including
how best to support museums as they engage with communities.

It has been less than three years since the Working Group was established, and we are fully
aware that we cannot cover everything in this report. Nevertheless, we gathered a lot of input
from two surveys of ICOM National and International Committees, Regional Alliances, and
Affiliated Organisations (see Appendices 2-3), an in-person meeting of the Advisory Council,
six online meetings with ICOM members and Indigenous people, and in thinking along

with other committees such as ETHCOM in reviewing the Code of Ethics. We discussed
many issues during our monthly online meetings, learnt from each other and our daily
practices. We invited guest speakers to our meetings and members attended several related
conferences online or in person. While we did not conduct a formal literature review, we did
create an extensive list of resources in our WhatsApp group chat and compiled a list of ICOM
resources related to decolonisation. The Working Group met twice in person, in Utrecht,

the Netherlands, in June 2024 and in Berlin, Germany, in June 2025. The knowledge from all
these sources has found its way into this report and resulted in the recommendations below.

Many ICOM Bodies have been working on decolonisation, some for years or even decades,
as have museums and communities of origin across the world. Knowing that there are many
more, we have included a small sample of case studies in the report. ICOM can play a role
in advocating the importance of decolonising the museum, especially in parts of the world
where this is being questioned.



Recommendations

The Working Group has developed eight recommendations, four recommendations each
for how ICOM can decolonise itself as an organisation and for how ICOM can provide
leadership and guidance to museums on decolonisation.

Recommendations for how ICOM should decolonise itself as an organisation

ICOM should:

1. Establish a Standing Committee on Decolonisation;

2. Ensure that the Standing Committee on Decolonisation is involved in updating the
Statutes and Internal Rules and Strategic Plan 2028-2034, to reflect current practice
and address systemic barriers to ensure a more equitable organisation;

3. Draft a framework institutional strategy and develop an Equity, Diversity and
Inclusion Statement that includes a Declaration of Decolonial Practices;

4. Revise the existing history of ICOM to incorporate ICOM's role in decolonisation.

Recommendations for ICOM'’s role in Providing Leadership and Guidance to
Museums on Decolonisation
ICOM should:

5.

Increase awareness within ICOM and the museum sector of a rights-based
approach, taking into consideration Indigenous Rights vis-a-vis museums as
outlined in the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples
(UNDRIP), the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, and the International
Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination;

Conduct a feasibility study about the establishment of a repatriation/rematriation
fund;

Develop decolonisation tools for museums;

Support decolonisation efforts within the ICOM network and, where appropriate,
ICOM should act as an advisory body to national museums associations, national
governments, and other organisations and specialists to develop decolonisation
guidelines that suit each country/situation.



Background

The world has witnessed significant changes in recent decades and is in a period of
unprecedented turmoil. Across the globe, social, economic and political spheres have been
challenged and reshaped, substantially transforming the structures of our society, including
our cultural heritage institutions and organisations. It is within this context of change and
discussion that ICOM established the Working Group on Decolonisation (WGD).

We, WGD members, believe that decolonisation is an ongoing process that requires
continuous attention and active involvement from ICOM and museums globally. We are far
from achieving an acceptable level of decolonisation within our museums. We firmly believe
that open conversation and acknowledgement of past mistakes will help us to positively
transform museums and ICOM itself. This transformation envisions moving from colonial
institutions to those that respect and represent society in all its dimensions and diversity.

Through our consultations, discussions and reflections over the past two years, one thing
became very clear: decolonisation means different things in different parts of the world. It
is not possible to approach decolonisation as a single concept universally applicable to all
geographical, political, social and economic contexts. Likewise, there is no one-size-fits-all
solution to promote global decolonisation. Instead, the results of our efforts demonstrate
that each museum must consider its own specific local context, the communities of origin
involved, and the communities it serves. Furthermore, each museum must enhance its path
towards power-sharing, empowering communities and giving them a voice, involving those
same communities in decision-making processes, co-curating and co-creating activities as
this is the only way for museums to assume a relevant role in society.

Although the meaning varies from one context to another, decolonisation needs to be
understood as a global process. In this sense, geographical borders or linguistic limitations
cannot be used as an excuse to avoid the pressing need to actively contribute to and
strengthen decolonisation around the world. Intrinsically connected to imperialist expansion
and rooted in racist structures, the legacies of colonialism are seen and felt daily in different
spaces — museums and organisations. The WGD asserts that museums should commit to
playing an active and strong role in shedding light on untold histories and including the
actors and communities behind these histories. Decolonisation can also be understood as

a process of active listening and shared space; listening to different forms of knowledge,
experiences and practices and opening up space in museums for new discussions, dialogues
and collaborations.

The WGD's first recommendation to ICOM is to establish a Standing Committee to
continue the work initiated over the past two years and ensure the implementation
of our recommendations. We also recommend that ICOM continue to update the



recommendations and report on a fast-changing
sector, highlighting best practice and case studies,
keeping ICOM members up-to-date and providing
them with the resources they require.

The Role of Museums
m Colonialism

Colonialism is the occupation of land and resource
extraction, including slavery, but it involved so

much more than the loss of land, cultural property,
sacred objects and ancestral remains. It meant the
loss of lives, freedom and rights, and of family and
community structures. The loss of language, culture,
practices, tradition, religion, the connection with the
ancestors — the loss of identity and humanity. Loss of
knowledge systems and ways of being: Indigenous
and traditional knowledge, the knowledge of nature,
ecosystems, botanical and medicinal knowledge.

Many museums keep collections that came directly
or indirectly from a colonial context. They were
taken, often with violence, during military operations,
under the guise of trade, science and discovery,

or by missionaries, both Catholic and Protestant,
sometimes as an exchange for Christian images.
Colonial rulers also received diplomatic gifts from
local rulers. These were highly unequal situations.

Scientists ‘discovered’ new species or archaeological
sites, seldom without the labour, active participation
and knowledge of the local, colonised people.
However, the input of local people was rarely
acknowledged, and thus these became narratives
of solitary expeditions led by Europeans in
‘undiscovered’ territory. The scientists documented
animals and plants, giving them their own name

— or their choice of name — ignoring the long
existing Indigenous names and identities. They
renamed the land, communities — and often
individuals — sometimes reducing their names

to numbers. These practices continued into and
formed the basis of categorisations within museums
whether ‘ethnographical’, ‘history’, ‘natural history’,
‘'science’, etc. These "acquisitions’ and subsequent

Photo Credit: Catherine C. Cole, August 2024

Kandt House Museum, Kigali, Rwanda

While genocide memorials identify racial
divisions introduced by Belgian colonial
government as responsible for the 1994
genocide, Kandt House Museum explores
the Berlin Conference (1884-1885) dividing
Africa among European powers and
German colonial period history (1884-
1919). Visitors are greeted with a direct,
unapologetic 2017 exhibition about
colonialism. European museums are
identified as institutions playing key roles
in colonialism, acquiring human remains,
specimens, and artifacts as evidence of
inferiority. Visitors are encouraged to
consider colonialism’s consequences and
engage with prominent late 20th-century
thinkers about colonialism and post-
colonialism. Guides discuss Christianity as
colonialism’s ‘religious arm’ while exhibition
text highlights how colonial education
undermined existing Rwandan systems.




Photo Credit: Partition Museum

The Partition Museum, Amritsar, India

The 1947 Partition of India and Pakistan
was one of history's largest, most violent
migrations, displacing nearly 20 million
people and causing immense loss of

life, property and identity. The Partition
Museum, established in 2017, tells this
division'’s story and colonialism’s human
cost, focusing on Punjab — a land deeply
scarred by British rule and Partition. Housed
in Amritsar's historic Town Hall, a British-
era administrative building located 30
kilometres from the Indo-Pak border, the
museum documents lived realities through
oral histories, spatial experiences, artefacts,
and family-donated material memory. It
transforms the Town Hall into a space of
remembrance, reflecting on colonialism’s
lasting impact and Partition trauma.
https://www.partitionmuseum.org/

documentation processes essentially led to the
decontextualization of objects into ‘artefact’, ‘art’,
‘craft’, 'specimen’, etc. and caused confusion in
information about where objects originated and who
created them.

These practices are also reflective of the patriarchal
system ingrained in coloniality. Be it the discoveries
of military expeditions, research and documentation
travels — the extraction, curation and the act of
seeing itself were led by European men. Women,
gender and sexually diverse people were largely
ignored or invisibilised; same sex relationships
became illegal.

Some museums were also established because of
international exhibitions, like the 1851 Crystal Palace
Exhibition in London, England, which showcased
industrial and cultural achievements from around the
world and led to the establishment of the Victoria

& Albert Museum (V&A), and the 1893 World's
Columbian Exposition in Chicago (the genesis of
the Field Museum of Natural History). Some of the
objects exhibited were specifically created with

the intent of being purchased for private or public
collections. Beginning in the 1870s, humans were
featured in various exhibitions, including the 1889
Paris World's Fair, which displayed about 400
Indigenous people. The 1895 African Exhibition at
the Crystal Palace featured about 80 people from
Somalia and 200 animals from Africa.

The violence with which artefacts and cultural
belongings were often taken was neutralised and
covered up in museums that showed them in

an anthropological or ethnographical context as
interesting examples and ‘documentation’ for global
and future interest in how other cultures live — or
‘lived’— as many cultures were expected to disappear.
Museums in the colonies were often established by
expatriates or based upon site-specific collections
from archaeological sites as a repository of artefacts
but also an ‘educative’ mechanism for the 'natives’ to
know of themselves. Thus, erasing local aspects of
cultures, ignoring Indigenous histories and enforcing
a narrative which worked to strengthen the colonial



structure. A notable example is the establishment
of the Egyptian Museum, which served to separate
Ancient Egyptians from the modern Egyptian
population — thereby disconnecting the concepts
of ‘civilisation” and ‘Indigeneity’ from contemporary
Egyptians.

These types of museums, born as colonial
institutions of documentation and extraction, must
accept a significant responsibility for the reparation
of these multiple losses. There are many ways in
which museums can acknowledge their position

as legacies of colonialism and work towards just
and equitable futures. They can work with diaspora
communities and communities of origin, inviting
them in to initiate the process of Indigenisation,
finding ways for people to reconnect with their
cultures, with their ancestors, practices and
languages. They can co-create ways of safeguarding
culture by respecting and learning from traditional
ecological, spiritual and cultural systems of care. By
dismantling colonial legacies, historical injustices
and systemic racism can be addressed and thus
museums can work towards a truly postcolonial
future.

The consequences of these immense losses are

still being felt. Even today, many suffer from the
intergenerational trauma of violence, from systemic
racism, marginalisation and oppression, and from
the lack of self-esteem and recognition — because
for generations they were imprinted with the feeling
of ‘we are nothing'.

While many museum collections came into being
through discriminatory practices, by recognising
these injustices, the way to reconciliation and healing
can be paved. In this process, due attention must be
paid to mental health and well-being, for museum
staff as well as community members. By confronting
the past as it was, museums can help in undoing
what colonialism did to the mindset of the colonised
and help restore pride and self-esteem. This means
coming to terms with the past, globally.

Many museums across the world are working on
decolonising their collections and presentations.

The tipuna and karapuna (ancestors) laid on the
atamira (stage).
Photo Credit: Te Papa

Natural History Museum, Vienna
and the Museum of New Zealand
Te Papa Tongarewa, Wellington

In 2022, the remains of 64 Maori and
Moriori people were officially received

at New Zealand's Te Papa Museum,
completing repatriation from Austria after
130 years. The bones had been collected
by Austrian taxidermist Andreas Reischek,
who grave robbed in New Zealand until
1889. The Natural History Museum
Vienna led reconciliation efforts, with the
repatriation recognising ethical injustices
from past reckless collection practices.
The museum called it “a step towards
rehumanisation” and emphasised the
joint provenance research. The Austrian
authority formally apologised for colonial
wrongs and grave desecration. Following
a traditional powhiri ceremony, this
largest Austria-New Zealand repatriation
concluded 77 years of negotiations.




Photo Credit: Travel Pakistani

Sindh Police Museum, Pakistan

The Sindh Police Headquarter Building was

constructed in 1843 in Sindh, Pakistan. The
colonial building was adopted as Sindh
Police Museum after conservation. The
Museum was inaugurated in 2019. It is
showcasing the evolution of Sindh Police
as an independent force after the colonial
period. The museum highlights modern
law enforcement development beyond
colonial origins, featuring exhibitions on
local officers and their contributions.

The collection includes historical records,
artefacts and photographs documenting
the Police force journey from its early
days to the present. Through accessible
historical records and preserved local
policing traditions, the museum portrays
a soft image of police force and connects
with the public through its history.

There are increasing numbers of good examples of
co-creation, co-curating, reviewing collections,
improving collections documentation and care, and
adding new narratives, through collaboration with
communities of origin to rectify generational wrongs.
As the WGD, we have sprinkled case studies as
examples throughout the report, knowing that there
are many more.

Yet, we see that some museums need support

and guidance in how to recognise and start such
decolonisation work and apply it to all the parts of
museum governance, management and operations.
ICOM can play a leadership role in advocating the
importance of decolonising the museum, especially
in parts of the world where this is being questioned.

Methodology of the Working
Group

The WGD was established in July 2023, with
members appointed for three years. Composed

of members from across the globe, diverse, not
only in terms of geographical location but also in
the varied cultural and professional backgrounds
and areas of expertise, the WGD was ensured of a
multivocal approach to our methodology. Central to
this approach was the exploration of the ‘discursive,’
a concept that examines how meanings are
constructed within representation and culture.? This
raised critical questions: How do we interpret places
and objects associated with decolonisation through
the knowledge frameworks we employ? What
decolonial narratives are reinforced or marginalised
by ICOM's actions?

Through monthly online meetings, WGD members
have engaged in discussions about the significance
of ‘decolonisation’ as a subject for museums and for
ICOM itself. Drawing on our diverse backgrounds
and local contexts, members contributed to mapping
how decolonisation is understood in different parts

1 Stuart Hall, Representation: Cultural Representations and
Signifying Practices, Sage Publications, 2003.



of the world. From the outset, the group prioritised centring voices within the ICOM network
and further community stakeholders to better articulate how decolonisation was being
approached and to develop actionable recommendations for ongoing decolonisation efforts
within the ICOM network.

The WGD utilised a mix of qualitative research methodologies, including a global virtual
knowledge sharing session with Indigenous people (regardless of their ICOM membership
status); in-person programmes in Utrecht, the Netherlands (2024) and Berlin, Germany
(2025); presentations showcasing decolonial practices by WGD members through a hybrid
format conference in June 2024; mapping definitions of and terminology associated with
decolonisation; and gathering insights through surveys targeted at National Committees,
International Committees, Regional Alliances and Affiliated Organisations. These surveys were
prefaced by meetings for representatives of these ICOM bodies, giving them the opportunity
to ask us questions and for us to ask them for their suggestions and experiences. These
surveys were structured around the Advisory Council framework, enabling equal participation
across committees and facilitating input from individual members through their respective
groups.

The WGD further fostered an environment of knowledge-sharing by inviting guests to our
monthly online meetings, and sharing experiences from our work, and formed
subcommittees to collaborate with existing ICOM committees such as ETHCOM, the Legal
Affairs Committee (LEAC) and CIDOC, and actively contributed to decolonisation initiatives,
developing dialogue and action within ICOM's broader network. Subcommittees also focused
on different chapters of this report.

By embracing a multivocal and participatory methodology, the WGD has not only highlighted
the complexities and regional specificities of decolonisation but also created meaningful
spaces for exchange, reflection and co-creation. As the work continues, the approaches
developed by the WGD underscore the necessity of sustained engagement, accountability
and responsiveness to the diverse communities ICOM serves.

Through its multivocal methodology and inclusive research approaches, the
WGD aims to demonstrate that decolonisation must be grounded in listening,
accountability and collaboration across the full diversity of ICOM’s membership.
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A visualisation of the WGD's iterative and mixed-research methodology. Credit: Natalie McGuire



Established in 1946, ICOM emerged in the post-
World War Il context of reconstruction and fostering
international cooperation. At its creation, the world
was still under the control of modern era colonial
powers such as Great Britain, France, Spain, Portugal
and the Netherlands. Formerly imagined as the
International Museum Office in the 1920s, and
officially founded in Paris alongside UNESCO, ICOM
was part of a broader European effort to maintain
cultural centrality in global affairs and reinforce their
dominance and the power imbalance towards the
rest of the world .2

ICOM's structure reflected the dominance of
European ideologies and perspectives. Membership
was limited to directors of museums and cultural
institutions, reinforcing the Eurocentric model of
cultural governance. In this framework, cultural
policies and practices were predominantly influenced
by European values, norms and perspectives, as we
can see in many different ICOM conventions and
other directives.

The 1950s and 1960s witnessed a significant shift
as newly independent nations from Asia, Africa and
Latin America joined ICOM. They asserted their
nationhood as part of their own process of
decolonisation. The influx of different perspectives,
geographies and cultural backgrounds from these
young nations expanded the organisation.’ This
diversification introduced new voices and questions
into conversations about the role and responsibilities
of museums in an ever-changing world. However,
ICOM'’s Eurocentric perspective was still evident in
the disparities in constitution and representation, in
the balance of power among nations, and even in
the definition and assumption of what is a museum.

2 https://icom.museum/en/about-us/history-of-icom/.
3 lbid.

Perspective:

Photo Credit: La Paz Lif; Yastay (Wikimedia)

The National Museum of Ethnography
and Folklore of Bolivia (MUSEF)

The National Museum of Ethnography

and Folklore of Bolivia (MUSEF) leads
decolonisation in Latin American museums
by actively involving Indigenous
communities in curatorial processes.

The museum challenges dominant
narratives through co-curatorial
programmes with communities

of origin, integrating Indigenous
knowledge systems into exhibitions.

A notable example is the travelling
exhibition #EscucharAlVientoYLaPiedra
(Listen to the Wind and the Stone), taken to
locations like Taypi Ayca and Huarcamarka,
allowing communities to participate in
storytelling about their cultural traditions.
MUSEF explores shared Indigenous
experiences with nature, spiritual guardians
and bodily transformation, promoting
recognition of Indigenous epistemologies
as vital to constructing culturally
meaningful narratives. musef.gov.bo
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Societal unrest, questions about the ideas of democracy and anti-establishment movements
across Europe and North America were prominent in the 1960s. The growing sentiment
against institutions and colonisation resulted in ICOM’s 8th General Assembly (1968)
acknowledging the need for regional meetings held between delegates of Asia, Africa and
Latin America.

The 1970s marked an important decade for ICOM's history.” Facing financial challenges and
pressure from societal calls for reform, the organisation opened its membership to individual
professionals. This period also marked a paradigm shift in the position of museums as being
in the ‘service of society’ influenced by museological practices from Latin American countries
(Santiago de Chile roundtable?).

Subsequently in the 10th General Assembly in Grenoble (1971), ICOM adopted the Grenoble
Manifesto,® and began to recognise the need for democratisation within its internal
structures. The aim was to make museums more relevant to contemporary social issues and
diverse communities and face the challenges of museums in newly independent countries.

This Assembly also marked ICOM's adoption of a Resolution on the restitution of objects
and sharing of knowledge (see Resolution nr. 3). It declares that “all large museums holding
important collections of foreign origin in their reserves, help, by all the means in their power
(gifts, loans, deposits, exchanges, research scholarships, training of personnel, etc.), the
countries of origin of these collections (...)." It also states that “these same museums deposit
in the museums of the countries of origin of their collections, the most comprehensive
documentation possible on the objects in their collections.”

In 1977, the ICOM Study on the principles, conditions and means of restitution or return

of cultural property with a view to reconstituting dispersed heritage was prepared by an

ad hoc committee appointed by the ICOM Executive Council.® This study emphasised that
the restitution or return of cultural property is a complex, context-dependent issue that
cannot be governed by strict rules. It requires careful, case-by-case consideration. The study
also highlighted the crucial role of fostering public awareness and good relations among
countries, and stresses that the primary goal is to reconstitute dispersed cultural heritage to
preserve national identity and cultural integrity, while ensuring such efforts are conducted in
a manner consistent with the conservation and dissemination of cultural wealth.® Although
ICOM'’s representation was still very much based in colonial organisations, this change
allowed broader participation and fostered the exchange of ideas across regions.

Yet, these reforms also highlighted tensions around the dominance of European ideologies
in defining museum practices. New Affiliated Organisations, such as the Commonwealth

4 https://icom.museum/en/about-us/history-of-icom/.

5 https://www.memoriachilena.gob.cl/602/w3-article-543530.html.

6 https://icom.museum/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/ICOMs-Resolutions_1971_Eng.pdf.
7 Ibid.

8

Study on the principles, conditions and means for the restitution or return of cultural property in view of
reconstituting dispersed heritages. 1979

9 Ibid.



Association of Museums (CAM), were born out of the necessity to recognise and to engage
museologists in the former colonies. CAM, established at the ICOM meeting in Denmark in
1974, focused on cross-border collaboration on contemporary issues relevant to museums
in postcolonial settings. The Museums Association of the Caribbean (MAC) was founded in
1987 to allow museums and related organisations in the Caribbean to share experiences
and skills, and foster collaboration within the region. MAC became an AO in 1990. With
similar mandates, the Pacific Islands Museums Association (PIMA) was founded in Nouméa,
New Caledonia in 1994 and the International Council of African Museums (AFRICOM) was
established in Lusaka, Zambia in 1999. These organisations have struggled at different times
in their history due to the lack of sustained funding and the reliance on volunteers but have
played an important role in decolonisation.

In the 1980s and 1990s, ICOM also began to create Regional Alliances and International
Committees to foster collaboration and knowledge exchange among museum professionals.
However, questions persisted about whether these initiatives were truly collaborative or
merely extensions of Western museology, therefore not challenging ICOM's ideologies and
practices (see 1980 ICOFOM - Systematics and Systems in Museology).z

ICOM'’s Code of Ethics, first adopted in 1986 and revised since, remains one of its most
significant achievements, providing a shared framework for museum professionals
worldwide. The Code of Ethics is a significant document, endorsed and to be upheld by every
member of ICOM.

While wealthier, populous countries with many museums contribute more members

and resources, smaller nations and nations distant from Europe often face logistical and
financial barriers, limiting their participation and influence in ICOM’s decision-making and
organisation-building processes. These logistical and financial barriers are often pointed out
as obstacles to wider participation and collaboration from countries whose voices are not
truly heard by ICOM, those in the Global South, for example.

ICOM'’s nation-centric structure also limits the wider participation and membership. For
example, Taiwanese museum professionals have to join ICOM without a national committee,
often through a more laborious administrative process for both the applicant and the ICOM
Secretariat. They have often been forced by ICOM to join a National Committee with which
they do not identify, which could cause troubles for public museums wanting to participate
in ICOM events abroad. Small Island Developing States (SIDS) and Overseas Territories face
similar obstacles.

In the 21st century, ICOM has sought to address these inequalities through structural reforms
and a more inclusive approach to policy development. For example, in 2004 the General
Assembly was held in South Korea, symbolising a step toward decentralisation and more
inclusion for Asian countries. A revised ICOM Code of Ethics for Museums was also accepted
by the membership. The Code formally “requires acquisitions (including gifts and loans) to
be supported by positive evidence of legal ownership and title. Equally, museums must take
all reasonable steps to ensure that their previous history does not include illegal acquisition

10 ICOFOM Symposium 1980: Systematics and systems in museology.
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Photo Credit: Camila Opazo

The Museum of Memory and
Human Rights, Chile

The Museum of Memory and Human

Rights of Chile was established in 2010 to
commemorate, document and reflect on
human rights violations during Augusto
Pinochet’s military dictatorship (1973-1990).
Its establishment honours dictatorship
victims and makes visible testimonies of
those who suffered violations. It functions as
a reminder of the dangers of repression and
as a beacon for the defence of human dignity.
The museum also echoes broader historical
struggles, including colonial heritage as a
factor shaping persistent inequalities and
oppressions. It generates collaborations

with Indigenous and Afro-descendant
communities, making visible their resistance
to colonisation and contemporary struggles.
The museum activates dialogues promoting
plural exchanges on the country’s

historical memory.
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(including e.g. unauthorised excavation or collection)
or transfer (e.g. smuggling) contrary to the laws of
the country of origin or of any intermediate country
through which they have transited.” In 2013, NatHist
introduced a Code of Ethics for Natural History
Museums.? ICOM also contributed significantly to
the 2015 UNESCO Recommendation concerning

the protection and promotion of museums and
collections, their diversity and their role in society.”

After the 2006 General Assembly, ICOM adopted
the recommendations made by LEAC on the
organisation’s role as a mediator to settle disputes
regarding the ownership of objects. ICOM would
provide detailed assistance and guidance for

those seeking out-of-court, informal amicable
settlements.** Subsequent assemblies in Vienna
(2007) and Prague (2022) have tackled critical issues,
including the museum definition, organisational
transparency and a leadership crisis.

As ICOM continues to evolve, its mission has
extended from a focus on professional standards to
safeqguarding cultural heritage and combating illicit
trafficking of cultural property and risk management
during times of crisis, to its current focus on
promoting inclusivity and diversity in museums.

Although some steps have already been taken, the
organisation still faces challenges in addressing
historical inequities in participation and decision-
making and reflecting the diversity and complexity of
its international membership and global aspirations.

|ICOM'’s External Governance Review (2021)#

11 https://icom.museum/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/ICOM-
code-En-web.pdf.

12 https://icom.museum/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/nath-
code_ethics_en.pdf.

13 https://www.unesco.org/en/legal-affairs/recommen-
dation-concerning-protection-and-promotion-muse-
ums-and-collections-their-diversity-and-their.

14 Promoting the Use of Mediation in Resolution of Disputes
over the Ownership of Objects in Museum Collections:
Statement by the President of ICOM. 2006. https://icom.
museum/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/mediation_eng.pdf.

15 International Council of Museums External Governance
Review: Draft Report, 11 November 2021.



evidences how ICOM continues to be plagued by its Eurocentricity. This includes:

* The lack of recognition of the extraordinarily diverse range of political contexts;

* European colleagues having a much stronger voice than others leading to questions in
terms of accessibility, voice and agency for non-Europeans to inform ICOM's strategic
decisions;

* The organisational structure being influenced by French Law; and

* The prioritisation of three European languages — English, French and Spanish — as its
working languages.

Following the review, as a forward step, ICOM has outlined some contemporary concerns
in its Strategic Plan 2022-2028 as its focus areas, one of which is ‘Decolonisation’.? This
includes revisiting the Code of Ethics, to reflect and respond to concerns of colonial
practices within museums, and establishing a Working Group to outline an action plan. The
Code of Ethics, which has been revised with input from the WGD, will be discussed in Dubai
in November 2025.

This chapter has outlined the complex global landscape in which the WGD was
formed, highlighting how shifting political, social, and cultural conditions necessitate
urgent re-evaluation of museum practices and institutional structures. By situating the
WGD's work within ICOM’s own evolving history, which is marked by efforts toward
greater inclusivity but also shaped by persistent inequities, it becomes clear that
decolonisation is not a singular destination but an ongoing, context-specific process.

The following summary of activities and the recommendations we propose in this
report are not prescriptive but rather intended to support meaningful transformation
grounded in local realities and shared ethical commitments. In the chapters that
follow, we explore the outcomes of our research and consultations in greater detail
— summarising survey results, presenting regional reflections, outlining strategic
recommendations, and mapping terminology to equip ICOM and its members with
the tools and insights necessary for sustained and responsive decolonial action.

16 ICOM Strategic Plan 2022-2028.
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Central to developing an understanding of decolonisation within ICOM and within the
international museum community was consultation both within the ICOM network and
beyond, specifically among Indigenous people as a primary group impacted by colonisation.
To this end, the WGD developed two distinct engagement processes, the learnings from
which are summarised below.

nmmary of the ICOM
on Decolonisation

Survey Report

The WGD conducted two surveys of ICOM Bodies: one aimed at International Committees
(ICs), Regional Alliances (RAs) and Affiliated Organisations (AOs), the other at National
Committees (NCs). In addition, a series of online meetings and open discussions were

held with representatives of the ICOM committees and individual members. This summary
presents key findings from the survey analysis report, complemented by qualitative insights
gathered through meetings. (See the survey questions and full report in the Appendix.)
Although the surveys are limited in scope and not statistically representative due to the
relatively low number of responses, inconsistencies in submissions and unclear authorship,
they offer valuable indications of the dynamics, challenges and practices across varied
geographical, cultural and historical contexts.

Main Goals of the Surveys and the Online Meetings
The objectives of the surveys and meetings were to:

* Explore global understandings of decolonisation in museums;
* |dentify initiatives already undertaken within the ICOM network; and

* Inform the development of a strategy and action plan for inclusive practices in
museums and within ICOM itself.

Survey Description and Representativeness

Survey 1 targeted ICs, RAs and AOs; Survey 2 was addressed to NCs. The overall number

of responses was relatively low, which limited the statistical robustness of the findings.

The data required extensive cleaning due to duplicates, translation inconsistencies and
submission errors. Responses were also skewed toward wealthier (Category 1) countries,
while lower-income regions (Categories 4 and 5) were underrepresented or absent. Due to
ICOM'’s current categorisation of countries by GDP, it is not possible to identify whether or to
what extent responses reflect the perspectives of formerly colonised nations or Indigenous
communities. This structural limitation complicates the analysis of postcolonial power
dynamics and the identification of potential biases in the data.

15



Key Observations and Emerging Reflections
Beyond the direct findings of the surveys, three additional insights emerged that are essential
for understanding and advancing ICOM's decolonisation efforts:

* First, ICOM’s GDP-based country categorisation does not account for postcolonial
or neocolonial conditions. We assume that the perspectives shared in the survey
responses are often shaped by a country’s colonial history or its relationship with
Indigenous Peoples, descendants of formerly enslaved people and diasporic
communities — factors that are not captured in the current GDP classification system.
A more context-sensitive lens, such as distinguishing between ‘former colonial’ and
‘formerly colonised’ nations, would allow for more meaningful interpretation and
action. Without such a lens, both the interpretation of the survey data and ICOM’s
ability to respond in a decolonial way remain structurally limited;

* Second, the survey responses reveal that many ICOM committees have already
undertaken significant decolonial initiatives — often independently and without
direct support from ICOM. This demonstrates the professional urgency felt across
the network. Moving forward, ICOM should actively recognise and strengthen these
existing efforts by providing consistent structural support, allocating resources and
creating platforms for collaboration. Additionally, it should develop incentives to
encourage the launch of new initiatives;

* Third, a notable contrast emerged between engagement levels in the survey process
and participation in the dedicated meeting with Indigenous stakeholders. Within ICOM,
survey fatigue and low participation rates were apparent — even among committed
members of ICOM entities. By contrast, the Indigenous-focused meeting attracted high
engagement, including many non-ICOM members, and generated vibrant, in-depth
discussions. This suggests the need for new, more inclusive forms of participation and
the active involvement of communities beyond the current ICOM structure.

Part L
Understanding Decolonisation - Practice, Process, Positioning

A. Decolonisation as Practice
Responses revealed a dual focus:

* Object-centred approaches: including repatriation of artefacts and inclusive
documentation;

* Actor- and governance-centred approaches: promoting community inclusion, shifting
internal power dynamics, and reviewing ICOM’s own governance structures.

ICOM's internal focus is largely on governance: reviewing communication, leadership
selection, and access to elections and resources.

16



B. Decolonisation as a Multi-Dimensional Process
Decolonisation is viewed as an ongoing, transformative process involving:

* Plurality and diversity: valuing multiple voices and knowledge systems;
* Recognition and awareness: confronting colonial legacies and systemic bias;
* Justice and truth: including historical accountability, reparative actions and truth-telling;

* Equity and equality: fair access to resources and positions of influence.

C. Decolonisation as Positioning

Decolonisation also requires a shift in paradigm and posture, challenging Eurocentric
frameworks and rebalancing historical power structures. Some committees critique the
term ‘decolonisation’ as overly Eurocentric, suggesting alternatives such as ‘anti-colonial’
or ‘postcolonial.’ There is a strong consensus that definitions must be flexible and context
specific.

Part 11 :
National-Level Decolonial Initiatives

A. Actions at National Level

Initiatives are highly variable and grouped into four spheres: policy, museum practice,
academia and civil society. Repatriation of human or ancestral remains and cultural objects
emerged as the most cited and visible form of action. Legislative change remains rare; most
political engagement takes place through advisory bodies or commissions.

B. The Role of National Committees

Most National Committees see themselves as advisors or facilitators, with limited or no
decision-making power. Their influence depends largely on national political contexts. Some
committees contribute to shaping policy indirectly, for instance, through participation in
government-led seminars or consultations.

Part 111 :
ICOM's Own Actions and Support

A. Committee-Level Activities
ICOM committees are actively involved in organising:

* Conferences, seminars, and webinars;
* The publication of guidelines and resource material;

* Financial resources and human support for members and local projects.

Some committees, particularly international ones, are also reforming their internal
governance to improve regional and cultural representation.
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B. What Support Do Committees Expect from ICOM?
Committees expect ICOM to provide:

* Funding, particularly for committees with limited resources or small communities that
report difficulty in obtaining funding;

* Strategic resources such as guidelines, codes of ethics and best practices;

* Political advocacy to elevate decolonisation on national agendas;

* Training and educational programmes on inclusive practices;

* Networking platforms for sharing knowledge and experience.

There is no single prioritised need; committees call for a flexible, context-sensitive approach
to support.

Part IV :
Strategies and Recommendations

A. Decolonising ICOM Itself

There is strong support for the creation of internal and external evaluation tools to measure
inclusivity (especially mentioned in survey 1 aimed at International Committees, Regional
Alliances, and Affiliated Organisations).

Other widely supported proposals include:

* Positioning museums as safe spaces for difficult conversations;

* Leading a global, participatory conversation on museum decolonisation.

Less consensus was found around proposals such as making decolonisation sessions
mandatory at every General Conference or creating a specific funding stream for
repatriation.

B. Additional Strategic Proposals
Other suggestions included:

* The need for decolonisation to be legitimised and supported by political action, either
at the level of ICOM governance (e.g. Strategic Plan of ICOM beyond 2028), or within
national legislation, which is the only binding legislation;

* Supporting Global South and Indigenous leadership in decolonisation, extended to all
actions designed to ensure the representativeness of knowledge systems, practices and
approaches;

* Providing training opportunities and encouraging inclusive communication.

Finally, decolonisation can lead to difficult discussions that need to be taken on board.
Above all, ICOM must be impartial, not moralising or guilt-tripping. ICOM's role could be to
create and maintain a network of resource people in this field.
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Decolonisation is a complex and urgent issue that demands localised, flexible,
and inclusive approaches. While definitions and practices vary, the overarching
need is for ICOM to take on a more active, supportive and structurally inclusive
role. This includes acknowledging the work already done by its members,
ensuring equitable participation and embedding decolonial perspectives across

all its operations and strategies.

Photo Credit: Catherine C. Cole, March 2020.

IKhwa ttu San Heritage Centre, South Africa

The IKhwa ttu San Heritage Centre opened
to the public in 2006. In 1998, the Working
Group for Indigenous Minorities in Southern
Africa (WIMSA) asked Swiss anthropologist
Irene Staehelin to help them to develop
the centre inspired by heritage centres

in the USA and Canada. She set up the
Ubuntu Foundation in Switzerland, to

help guide and support the project. The
Centre offers exhibitions and programmes,
including language related programmes, is
becoming the hub for a network of satellite
programmes throughout South Africa

and, with a restaurant and gift shop, is an
economic driver for the community.
https://www.khwattu.org/
heritage-centre-museum/
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“Nothing &P@@M %J’s mﬁh@m
Us”™ Summn

between Mﬁﬁg@m@@s people
and the Working Group on
Decolonisation, March 2025

The WGD felt that it was critical to learn directly
from Indigenous people and listen to their views
based upon their lived realities. The main purpose of
these meetings was to gather input from Indigenous
people about how museums can better work

with their communities and decolonise museum
practices.

Indigenous people from around the world were
approached individually and invited to participate

in the discussion. They were invited based on
suggestions from colleagues and because of their
experience working in or with museums — whether
they are ICOM members or not. Two meetings
were held online to accommodate different time
zones. We tried to create a safe space by including
only the organisers and Indigenous people, not
observers. The speakers voiced their personal views
and were not speaking as representatives of their
nations. Some of those invited could not attend but
participated in one-on-one discussions or provided
feedback via email. Their views are included in the
summary.

The meetings opened ‘in a good way’ with Blackfoot
Elder and Professor Emeritus at the University of
Lethbridge Leroy Little Bear leading a prayer and
offering a few words about the purpose of the



meeting. He observed that “every part of our life is transactional.
Museums are transactional too. Let's change our approach in
museums from a transactional to a transformative approach.”
Everything has a spirit, and we are simply a part of it. Speakers
frequently referred to the words of the Elder.

Key Findings

On the relationship between Indigenous people and
museums:

Speakers appreciated that they were given the opportunity to
voice their views. They do not appreciate the way they are usually
represented in Western museums and that their knowledge is
often disregarded. They feel that museums should be places where
Indigenous people have the freedom to share their traditions,

language, art and history without the filter of colonial interpretations.

They should not be treated as a subject of study. They are the
primary rights holders and should be treated as rightful inheritors of
cultural authority and ancestral materials. They — not the curator —
should do the interpretation, the labelling and the storytelling.

Speakers have observed that museums often talk about Indigenous
people in the past tense but argued: “"We are not past, we are here!”
They think that museums treat Indigenous cultures not

as living cultures but as fixed in time, that museums view them
with an anthropological lens and see them as being primitive and
underdeveloped, and their belongings as inanimate without a spirit.

Speakers see museums as influential organisations that have the

ability to build a bridge, highlight heritage and share power; however

the effects are largely negative. They would like to work with
museums to feel like a true and equitable partnership, one where
Indigenous people are co-creators of the stories being told.

On the decolonisation of museums:

Decolonisation is about rethinking the very foundation of how
museums function, taking a hard look at the colonial history of
many countries and their museums, the way they have collected,
presented and usually misrepresented Indigenous cultures. In an
ideal model of cooperation, museums should establish truly equal
partnerships with Indigenous Peoples, incorporating Indigenous

perspectives and sovereignty into all aspects of museum operations.

This should not be mere consultation or tokenistic participation,
but rather genuine power sharing, co-management and knowledge
creation.

“In India, museums
display an instrument
as a dead object. But
Indigenous people
consider instruments
as beings - it has

a voice itself.”

Shyam Murmu, Santhal
cultural worker, India

“Colonialism has not
only reshaped world
history and culture,

but its very nature

is fundamentally an
unjust system. It is
precisely through
colonialism that many
scholars, researchers
and collectors gained
access to Indigenous
communities, acquired
artefacts and resources,
and consequently gave
birth to the institution
of museums.”

Sra Kacaw (Amis),
Hualien County
Indigenous Peoples
Public Affairs Promotion
Association, Hualien
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“"Hand back all of our
ancestors, cultural
artefacts and materials.”

Nathan Moran, CEQ,
Metropolitan Local
Aboriginal Land Council
(MLALC), Australia

‘I would like to have
better access to
information about my
family and community.
I also want to work with
museums to engage in
truth-telling — ensuring
that our histories

and perspectives

are shared with
mainstream audiences
on our own terms.
Museums have an
ethical responsibility

to help address the
harms of colonialism.
This means actively
supporting initiatives
such as cultural and
language revitalisation,
Indigenous-owned
keeping places,

and Indigenous
schools. It also means
advocating for a broader
understanding of how
colonialism continues
to shape the lives of
Indigenous Peoples
today. And, of course, it
means the repatriation
of our ancestors and
cultural belongings.”

Nathan Mudyi Sentence,
a Wiradjuri man, from
Mudgee, NSW, Australia,
Powerhouse Museum
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Decolonisation requires a full organisational transformation,
including the museum’s board, its vision, mission and values. It
means centring Indigenous worldviews and leadership. This is not
meant to be a guilt trip, but it should transform the pedagogy and
the system of power sharing—allowing Indigenous people to have
a voice, reconnecting heritage and Indigenous knowledge with the
objects so that the artefacts are reactive.

Museums should nurture relationships across all departments and
not be dependent on relationships between individual staff members
and Indigenous people.

Museums need to create space for Indigenous people to tell their
own stories, in their own voices and with their own perspectives. It
is not just about changing the way things are displayed but about
breaking down the barriers that prevent Indigenous people from
being in control of their heritage — it is about undoing the damage
caused by centuries of colonial violence and making sure museums
become places of healing, empowerment and respect. When
museums embrace decolonisation, they become more than just
buildings, they become spaces for justice and reconciliation.

To some Indigenous Peoples, it means returning all Indigenous
ancestors and cultural belongings held in collections and

returning the land that museums occupy. It also means formalising
agreements with traditional owners regarding the operation of
museums on their lands, ensuring Indigenous governance over
these spaces.

Decolonising museums is not only an ethical imperative—it is in the
best interest of all. It builds stronger, more inclusive institutions that
are relevant to contemporary societies and future generations.

A decolonised museum should build relationships with the
communities. Speakers mentioned a number of specific actions
museums could take to decolonise, including:

* Proactively learn about Indigenous cultures before
engagement to show genuine effort and respect;

* Recognise and examine the power dynamics and work to shift
decision-making authority to Indigenous partners;

* Do provenance research leading to repatriation/ rematriation;

»  Objects become alive again, part of living society
again, re-Indigenised;



* Critically examine acquisition histories and recognise contexts
of duress in obtaining Indigenous belongings;

* Give the voice of the community back
« ldentify objects by their Indigenous names;

* Develop culturally appropriate care practices in collaboration
with communities of origin;

* Co-create/co-curate exhibitions, programmes and stories with
Indigenous Peoples as active participants and fully credit them.

Community-led interpretation is the best way forward,;

* Move beyond static displays to living culture approaches that

connect past and present. Remove or re-write exhibition labels

which don't tell the full story and re-examine the need for
exhibition labels;

* Create culturally safe spaces for Indigenous visitors and staff
throughout the museum;

«  Move away from only exhibiting artefacts passively
to become spaces (indoor and outdoor spaces) for
communities to share their own stories and traditions;

* Support the economies of Indigenous communities by selling
authentic Indigenous arts and crafts in museum gift shops;

* Address issues of repatriation and reburial of ancestral remains
with sensitivity and community guidance - build relationships
on mutual respect and dignity (e.g. remove ancestral remains
from display).

On what a decolonised global organisation

would look like:

A decolonised international organisation, like ICOM, would be one
where Indigenous people are not just included, but

perform leadership roles. It would be an organisation where the
cultures, histories and knowledge systems are at the heart of the
conversation. ICOM is envisioned as a place where decisions

are made collaboratively, with Indigenous voices always at the
table. A decolonised ICOM would actively listen to the needs and
experiences of Indigenous communities, and it would ensure that
they have a say in how their cultures are represented in global

institutions. It would be an organisation that holds itself accountable,

making sure its actions are aligned with the values of human rights,
justice, respect and equity. Most importantly, a decolonised ICOM
would create space for healing — acknowledging the wrongs of the
past and working together with museums and Indigenous People to

‘It should value different
cultures and knowledge
systems: Since museum
decolonisation primarily
involves confronting
and challenging the
dominance of Western
knowledge systems and
elites, a decolonised
international
organisation should
respect the knowledge
and experiences
possessed by

different cultures and
communities, rather
than viewing Western
knowledge systems

as the only standard

or highest authority.”

Pisuy Silan (Atayal),
East Coast National
Scenic Area
Headquarters, Hualien
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create a future where Indigenous cultures are not just preserved but celebrated on the terms
of Indigenous communities.

Such an organisation should be culturally appropriate, embodying respect, dignity and a
holistic approach to its operations. Crucially, it must prioritise the empowerment of
Indigenous Peoples—supporting them to lead, define and have full agency over their culture
and identity.

Speakers also had a number of specific suggestions of how ICOM could decolonise itself as
an organisation, including:

* Provide case studies and guidance on implementing UNDRIP principles in museum
contexts;
* Establish ongoing mechanisms for Indigenous input into ICOM policies and practices;

« Encourage Indigenous participation in revisions of the Code of Ethics. Centre
Indigenous perspectives in the Code and other key ICOM documents;

- Include a strong statement regarding providing access to museum collections
for Indigenous communities;

« Review how the Code can support moving museums from being transactional
to transformative experiences;

* Ensure the diversity of those who are working in museums and related organisations;

« Develop and adopt an Equity, Diversity and Inclusion (EDI) statement that
demonstrates a clear commitment to Indigenous Peoples and decolonisation
—particularly relevant in the face of efforts in the U.S. to dismantle such
frameworks;

* Recognise the validity of Indigenous knowledge passed down orally over millennia:

« Centre Indigenous languages, concepts and ways of knowing rather than
imposing Western terms and frameworks;

« Recognise the critical importance of data sovereignty and Indigenous
knowledge systems as legitimate research methodologies;

« Use Indigenous naming conventions and categorisations for cultural
belongings;

* Support Indigenous artists in researching and responding to ancestral objects to
continue cultural lineages;

* Create more accessible pathways for small Indigenous museums to participate in ICOM,;

* Introduce a platform for Indigenous people to network and provide peer support to
each other. Facilitate regional networks and knowledge-sharing among Indigenous
museum professionals.



A truly decolonised international organisation would be one

that holds museums accountable and prioritises the voices and
knowledge of Indigenous authorities. It would not impose top-
down solutions but instead listen to and work alongside the many
Indigenous Peoples it seeks to support.

On repatriation/rematriation:

Speakers felt that ICOM should take a strong position on
repatriation/rematriation as it did with Nazi-looted art, arguing that
a similar structure and urgency should be applied to Indigenous
cultural heritage. They would like to see ICOM advocate for

the decolonisation of cultural institutions by calling on colonial
authorities and governments to return control of all Indigenous
Peoples’ cultural heritage as a genuine act of reconciliation and
reciprocity, and to extend support to all Indigenous communities
actively seeking the repatriation/rematriation and stewardship of
their cultural heritage from colonial institutions. They argued that
these efforts should be led by Indigenous communities themselves,
with their authority and knowledge systems at the centre.

Speakers agreed on the need for decolonisation and repatriation/
rematriation but also acknowledged the challenges and financial
issues involved. The cost of repatriation/rematriation can be very
high. Indigenous Nations and their Cultural Centres/Keeping Houses
are not equal partners with museums. They suggested that ICOM
establish a repatriation/rematriation fund to support the work

of Indigenous Peoples in identifying and ultimately repatriating/
rematriating their ancestral remains and cultural belongings.

They felt that ICOM should continue to engage in local, regional,
national and international dialogues with Indigenous people to
ensure that knowledge about the urgent need to decolonise
museums and return cultural belongings to Indigenous communities
is shared as widely as possible. These conversations are vital

for building collective awareness, fostering accountability and
supporting Indigenous calls for the restitution of heritage; they

serve as platforms to amplify Indigenous voices, experiences and
leadership in the stewardship of cultural heritage.

They thought that ICOM should consider regular Indigenous
advisory meetings to inform ongoing ICOM work and actively
disseminate these discussions to enlighten and educate museum
professionals about the historical and ongoing role of museums in
systems of colonisation. By doing so, we can encourage critical
reflection and action within the sector. Museums must acknowledge
their colonial legacies and work transparently and collaboratively
with Indigenous communities to redress historical injustices.

I lead and coordinate
repatriation activities
and will make a greater
effort to do this work in
a transformative way,
rather than transactional.
I believe that reuniting
communities with their
ancestors and their
cultural items that were
taken away so long ago
and allowing them to
implement the care

that is needed and that
has been prevented

for so long, is essential
to the well-being of
those communities. I
hope that museums
fulfill their ethical
obligations with respect
to repatriation, and
engage in co-curation,
provide appropriate
access to collections

by descendant
communities, and create
agreements with
descendant communities
pertaining to the display,
care, treatment and
study of their cultural
heritage. Museums
must honor and respect
the inherent rights of
Indigenous Peoples

to their own cultural
heritage and recognize
that these communities
are the experts on their
own cultures. I think
this is the only way
forward for museums.”

June Carpenter, enrolled
Osage Nation citizen of
Shawnee, Cherokee and
European descent and
NAGPRA Director for the
Chicago Field Museum's
Center for Repatriation,
Tribal Relations, and
Provenance Research
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s
Local Rukai cultural educator LIN Yun-Chen
introducing the millet cultivar diversity of the
Wutai Township.
Photo Credit: Phaedra Fang

Exploring beyond the scientific
aspect of Taiwanese native millet

Museum decolonisation extends beyond
anthropological collections to scientific

and environmental education, particularly
representing Indigenous knowledge
systems. While the recent preservation of
170 millet varieties at the Svalbard Global
Seed Vault by the Taiwanese interdisciplinary
scientific team marks a significant scientific
achievement, media and traditional museum
presentations often oversimplify Indigenous
agricultural practices and overlook
contemporary challenges. The Sustainable
New Year's Dinner Tables - Dining in the
Anthropocene exhibition counters this
through three decolonial approaches:
establishing mutual objectives with
communities of origin, avoiding cultural
stereotypes by acknowledging ethnic

group heterogeneity and incorporating
native languages in narratives. This
methodology emphasises community
agency and authentic representation
beyond conventional paradigms.
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On how ICOM could provide guidance to

museums globally:

ICOM can play a vital role by helping museums to
understand that decolonisation is not just about
changing a few exhibitions, it is about a deeper,
systemic shift. Museums need to be equipped with
the tools and resources to collaborate with
Indigenous communities, not as a one-time gesture,
but as an ongoing, meaningful partnership. Speakers
thought that ICOM could guide museums by
offering frameworks that show them how to work
with Indigenous people and communities of origin
respectfully, how to centre Indigenous voices in their
exhibitions, and how to handle Indigenous cultural
heritage with the care and responsibility it deserves.

They thought that ICOM could also offer training

and resources on UNDRIP as well as on Indigenous
knowledge systems, land rights and cultural
practices, ensuring that museums are not only places
of learning, but places of healing and empowerment.
As Noxs Ts'aawit Amy Parent, Nisga'a Nation/Settler
ancestry, Associate Professor and Canada Research
Chair in Indigenous Education & Governance at
Simon Fraser University said, “Training shouldn’t

only be for communities of origin, but also for the
colonisers.” Speakers felt that with this guidance,
museums can begin to transform into spaces that
truly reflect the diverse cultures, struggles and
resilience; ultimately, ICOM can help museums move
from being institutions of colonial legacy to places of
shared knowledge, understanding and respect.

Speakers thought that ICOM should focus on how
it can make sure museums are held accountable to
Indigenous people, that ICOM could play a pivotal
role in this transformation by leading an ideological
shift across the global museum sector—advocating
for ethical responsibilities rooted in justice, equity
and truth-telling. ICOM must stand resolutely
against resistance from governments, media

and academic institutions that seek to preserve
museums as sites that celebrate a singular, white,
non-Indigenous narrative. Many of the changes
that museums have attempted to implement in the
name of decolonisation have already been met with
significant pushback. ICOM must remain steadfast



in ensuring that these efforts are not diluted, stalled or abandoned under political or
institutional pressure. Instead, it must champion sustained, Indigenous-led change as
central to the future of museums.

Speakers appreciated this first formal conversation between ICOM and
Indigenous people and would like to think it is the first in developing a new
relationship. The WGD is planning to hold a second meeting in the Spring of
2026, before the mandate ends, to provide an update on this report and the
Recommendations.

Through these two separate engagement processes, the WGD heard directly
from ICOM bodies and Indigenous people about how they see the need for
both ICOM, and museums globally, to decolonise. The WGD truly appreciates
their thoughtful and frank contributions. The WGD would also like to hear

from other specific communities impacted by the legacy of colonialism in
future stages of this work — descendants of slavery, members of diaspora
communities, differently-abled people, etc.— as there was not enough time to
organise similar meetings with additional communities during the first mandate
of the Working Group.



27

The Working Group has developed eight recommendations for consideration by the
Executive Board (EB), four recommendations each for how ICOM should decolonise itself
as an organisation and for ICOM's role in providing leadership and guidance to museums on
decolonisation.

Decolonising ICOM ltself as an Organisation

ICOM should:
1. Establish a Standing Committee on Decolonisation

The WGD recognises that decolonisation cannot be resolved within its three-year mandate. It is
a lengthy process. Decolonisation is a cross-cutting theme within the ICOM network. The WGD
recommends establishing a Standing Committee (SC) because it would carry more weight than
an International Committee (IC), and it would be possible to ensure a diverse composition.

As outlined in the resolution presented at the Triennial General Assembly, the purpose of the SC
would be to:

* Advise on the development of ICOM'’s policies and strategies on decolonisation;

* Provide guidance and support to ICOM’s SCs, Working Groups (WGs), NCs and ICs, RAs,
and AOs; and

* Promote cross-regional dialogue and the exchange of knowledge and best practices on
decolonisation within the global museum community.

The SC would focus on the recommendations outlined below and the tasks listed in the
Action Plan. The SC should be co-chaired by an Indigenous person from a former colony

and a museum professional from a former colonial power. It should be composed of a mix

of Indigenous people/museum professionals in formerly colonised countries, including
descendants of former slaves, members of diaspora communities, those who are gender and
sexually diverse, and other people who are marginalised as a legacy of colonialism and former
colonial powers.

Gender and sexually diverse people are included within decolonisation because in many

cases, colonial administrations imposed legal systems and social norms that criminalised or
marginalised gender diversity — norms that were not present in many Indigenous societies

prior to colonisation. These colonial impositions disrupted traditional understandings of gender,
sexuality and identity, and their legacy continues today, with legal and social discrimination
against gender and sexually diverse individuals persisting in some countries. By including gender
and sexually diverse people, the WGD acknowledges this history and ensures that the process
of decolonisation is inclusive of those whose marginalisation is a direct consequence of colonial
systems.



When the WGD discussed the possibility of
establishing an IC rather than an SC, we considered
both an SC on decolonisation and an IC for
Indigenous people - the idea for which was also
raised by Indigenous people. We can see the benefit
of establishing an IC for Indigenous people, but
the impetus for such a committee would have to
come from Indigenous people themselves as new
ICs are generally established by members. The
Secretariat and the SC would be happy to provide
support to the organisers of such a committee if
requested.

2. Ensure that the Standing Committee on
Decolonisation is involved in updating the
Statutes and Internal Rules and Strategic
Plan 2028-2034, to reflect current
practice and address systemic barriers to
ensure a more equitable organisation

STATUTES AND INTERNAL RULES

The Working Group on Statutes and Rules (WGSR)
has launched a survey for ICOM Bodies on the
revision of the ICOM Statutes and Rules. The WGD
has begun to discuss the current Statutes and
Internal Rules with a decolonisation lens and is in
conversation with the WGSR on the matter. The
future Standing Committee on Decolonisation (SCD)
shall provide input in the following areas of the
Statutes and Internal Rules:

Equity

ICOM'’s membership, governance and committee
structure, funding and inaccessibility are all barriers
to participation. Neither the World Bank's
classification of countries into four categories, nor
ICOM'’s current classification into five categories,

is effective because they both only consider Gross
Domestic Product (GDP). Other factors, such as
distance, time and expense of travel to Europe for
ICOM meetings, online meetings always being held
in convenient times for Europeans, the limited value
of the ICOM card to non-Europeans, and difficulties
with visas and international financial transactions, are

Set of Noél Boucheix episcopal insignia received
in Lyon.
Photo Credit: Society of African Missions (SMA)

African Missions Society of Lyon (SMA)
and the future Diocesan Museum, Bénin

The Catholic museum project in Porto-
Novo has two goals: promoting local
cultural heritage and highlighting Beninese
missionary heritage in exile. Lyon has a
particular history with Dahomey, Bénin,
through evangelisation begun in 1861 by
priests of the African Missions Society

of Lyon (SMA). This congregation'’s

African Museum, formerly a showcase of
African culture in France, is addressing
decolonisation by transforming into the
African Cultures Crossroads (CCA-Lyon).
Speaking of a ‘crossroads’ implies meetings,
dialogues, and exchanges, both verbal

and tangible. One exchange materialised
through the donation of episcopal insignia
from the First Bishop of Porto-Novo,
Monsignor Noél Boucheix (SMA), to the
future Diocesan Museum by Lyon's SMA
province in July 2024. This newly acquired
collection opens the door to other cultural
exchanges in ecclesial cooperation.
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as important as GDP. The fact that a country has a high GDP does not mean that everyone
living in it does; institutional size and vision dictate support for museum professionals to
participate in ICOM. The Human Development Index (HDI) might be a model to consider.

Membership

Inclusion: The current membership structure is not equitable. ICOM needs to
develop an inclusive membership structure and strategy, and support NCs to increase
membership in the Global South, Small Island Developing States (SIDS) and other
formerly colonised nations, including marginalised peoples: members of diaspora
communities, descendants of enslaved peoples, Indigenous and gender and sexually
diverse people;

Benefits: The ICOM card is the primary benefit for members, but it is a benefit of far
greater value to Europeans, who can travel quickly and inexpensively and have many
museums available to them, than to non-Europeans, some of whom live in countries
in which museums do not charge admission, or can already access museums in their
own countries for free through membership in local museums associations. This is
not equitable; membership fees in non-European countries should be lower than in
European countries because of the card imbalance;

Categories: The current membership categories require revision: the WGD suggests
dividing by institutional and individual, and under individual, separating by voting
(working, retired) and non-voting (supporter, honorary, student). Individual membership
criteria should be expanded to allow Indigenous people who work ‘with" museums, not
necessarily in" museums. ICOM should consider providing free, voting membership

to Indigenous people who work with museums as an act of reconciliation, as ICOM
Canada does. Following a study of new models of museums, the list of Institutional
members should reflect the diversity of different types of museums today;

Small Island Developing States (SIDS) and overseas territories: It is difficult for
museum professionals in SIDS to join ICOM, because of the smaller number of
museums and museum professionals. ICOM should revisit its requirements to create
National Committees to reflect the number of museums in the country. In the case
of overseas territories (e.g. Martinique, Guadeloupe, Cayman Islands, Pacific Island
Nations), they should be given the opportunity to manage their own membership
without having to join through former colonial powers.

Governance, Committee Structure and Operations

The WGD has suggestions related to the composition of the EB (e.g. how to ensure
regional representation and the possibility of a regionally rotating presidency in future).
ICOM does consider regional representation on WGs and SCs but does not have that
flexibility with the current election process for the EB. Members could be asked to vote
for one or two people from each region, for example;

ICOM should encourage ICs to elect boards that are as geographically and culturally
diverse as possible;

ICOM should expand the definition of RAs to allow more combinations. The



requirement for at least five countries to form
an RA makes it difficult for some regions to
form an alliance (e.g. there are only three
countries in North America). There are other
regional perspectives: ICOM Nord could
include circumpolar nations beyond Europe,
and there could be an RA for SIDS like those
in the Caribbean, Indian Ocean and Pasifika.
There are not, and will never be, enough
members in some SIDS countries to form an
NC. Some countries are not allowed to join
RAs because they are technically part of a
different region, i.e., ICOM LAC and the French
territories in the Caribbean. ICOM LAC is
dominated by Latin America;

iv. ICOM should strengthen its relationship
with its AOs, several of which have led
decolonisation efforts without ICOM's
support (e.g. Commonwealth Association
of Museums, Museums Association of the
Caribbean, International Coalition of Sites of
Conscience, Federation of International Human
Rights Museums, Pacific Islands Museums
Association). ICOM should make AOs eligible
for an operational stipend, like ICs, upon
submission of annual reports to maintain
status;

v. |COM should introduce an equitable hiring
policy and practices within the Secretariat to
ensure that it is more representative of the
membership.

Funding

ICOM should cover the travel costs of members of
the WGs and SCs to participate in meetings to further
the work of ICOM. The current practice of requiring
people working on a voluntary basis for ICOM to
apply for funding — and prioritising applications from
Category 3, 4 and 5 countries — is not inclusive, it is
disrespectful and does not acknowledge the time
and money required for non-Europeans to
participate. It makes it easier for people in Europe to
volunteer for the organisation, perpetuating colonial,
Eurocentric attitudes. Fundamentally, it should not
cost more for people from one country to participate
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Arna Jharna, Rajasthan, India

Arna Jharna is a folk and community
museum in Rajasthan celebrating
Indigenous knowledge of the Thar Desert.
Conceptualised by folklorist Komal Kothari
after years of community research, this
Tliving museum’ documents everyday
objects, particularly brooms from various
communities, rather than antiquities.

The museum emphasises cultural links,
processes, and regional-geographical
contexts embedded in objects, highlighting
relationships between people and land.
Built using local materials and techniques,
Arna Jharna functions as an experiential
learning centre that blurs boundaries
between museum and location, grounding
itself territorially while incorporating

local vegetation and terrain into its
narrative. https://arnajharna.org.in/
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than from another, specifically for work to support ICOM as an organisation. One equalising
factor would be to consider the distance from Paris and time required to travel. The issue

for ICs is different because it is possible for some people to get research/professional
development grants to attend. The focus on funding for young museum professionals, rather
than museum professionals with under five years of experience, prevents full inclusion from
diverse communities because some people come late to museum work due to other events
in their lives.

Worldwide Participation

i. |ICOM should explore the idea of establishing one or more regional offices in the Global
South to demonstrate that it is committed to engaging all members. ICOM should
alternate between holding General Conferences in Europe and on other continents.
This would demonstrate a commitment to other regions and also boost membership in
those areas. The WGD recognises that it requires both leadership and funding to host
conferences and might require ICOM to assist with funding and/or provide support
from the Secretariat to equalise the playing field;

i. Committee chairs should all be aware of the Diversity Calendar for each year and avoid
scheduling meetings on conflicting dates. Increasingly, since Covid-19, meetings,
webinars and training activities are being held online. ICOM must recognise that there
is a digital imbalance. Not all ICOM members have equal internet access or access to
computers; many are working on their phones. Moving everything online is not (yet) a
solution. When meetings are held online, ICOM should ensure that they are held in time
zones that are convenient to colleagues outside Europe, not always in European time;

iii. Recognising the climate crisis, and the importance of ICOM finding new ways to work
globally without always travelling, the carbon footprint should not be used as an excuse
to avoid travel to and from particular regions.

STRATEGIC PLAN

The SC should support the Strategic Planning Committee in assessing what progress has
been made towards decolonisation goals and provide input into the development of the
new plan to ensure that decolonisation remains a visible priority. Priorities identified in the
Recommendations and Action Plan should be integrated into the Strategic Plan.

3. Draft a framework institutional strategy and develop an Equity,
Diversity and Inclusion Statement that includes a Declaration of
Decolonial Practices

The legacy of colonialism includes Eurocentrism, racism and discrimination against many
different peoples, including the subjugation of women, Black, Indigenous, People of Colour,
gender and sexually diverse people, differently abled, and others. These legacies can be
found in everyday life, including workspaces, and in the relationships between different
institutional stakeholders. The process of decolonisation must therefore be incorporated into
the relationships between organisations and their partners as well as internal relationships.
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This means that from the process of hiring new workers, through working relationships

with current workers and relationships between organisations, a careful and dedicated look
must be taken to identify colonial legacies and implement actions to dismantle them and
create new forms of relationships, new ways of understanding the world around us, creating
environments where all people feel welcome and belonging.

The Standing Committee should:

i. Review EDI statements in different parts of the world prior to writing a statement
for ICOM that will ensure an environment free of discrimination and built on
understanding, dignity and respect;

ii. Map diversity within the EB and the boards of ICs;

iii. Map subjects and authors of ICOM publications (e.g. Museum International) over the
past five years;

iv. Develop a transparent and equitable hiring policy and practice to ensure that ICOM
has a diverse staff (e.g. people from countries throughout the Global North and South,
native English, French and Spanish speakers, men and women, gender and sexually
diverse people, differently-abled) within the Secretariat, support new hires in getting
established in Paris (e.g. assisting with visas and housing), and provide EDI training for
current and new staff.

For the WGD, diversity in the context of ICOM includes greater diversity among the
membership, which currently is predominantly European. In this sense, actions aimed at
understanding the current context and actively seeking to mitigate the inequalities found
should be on ICOM's list of priorities.

Beyond the Code of Ethics, ICOM should develop a one-page EDI Statement acknowledging
the role museums have played in colonisation historically and committing to a new
relationship based upon equity and inclusion. The statement should be signed by EB
members and committee chairs, and members of the Secretariat. The establishment of an
EDI statement based on a critical analysis of the current reality is of fundamental importance
for ICOM. The statement should include:

i. Adopting an anti-racist perspective and working to increase awareness within the
museum sector of the rights of different peoples;

ii. Encouraging an intersectional approach, especially for migrants and diaspora
communities from former colonies;

iii. Establishing a clear decision about whether and how ICOM should take a stand on
contemporary conflicts, including settler-colonial situations like Israel/Palestine and
expansionist governments like Russia and the U.S;

iv. Developing a consistent policy on when and how it contributes to international debates
about neo-colonialism, how it supports — or does not support — NCs in times of crisis.

The Statement should be integrated into the ICOM Values statement, included in job
postings, and published through ICOM communications. It should be posted on the ICOM
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website, in Museum International and any other formal communications outlets. All NCs, ICs,
RAs and AOs should adopt the statement and report on related initiatives in their annual reports
and Strategic Allocations Review Committee (SAREC) funding applications.

4. Revise the existing history of ICOM to incorporate ICOM’s role in
decolonisation

The history of ICOM presented on the ICOM website and on Wikipedia should be revised

and replaced with a version that looks at the history of ICOM with a decolonisation lens in
preparation for ICOM’s 80th anniversary. This project, which could be conducted through a
partnership with a university or on a contract basis, would require substantial research in the
ICOM archives, communication with ICs and AOs, and oral history interviews conducted with
some of the key people who worked on these and related issues within ICOM in the past, some
of whom may no longer be active in the organisation. For example, ICOM previously took a
strong stance on Nazi-looted art, before addressing decolonisation.

Ws role in Providing Leadership and Guidance
Museums on Decolonisation

ICOM should:

1. Increase awareness within ICOM and the museum sector of a rights-
based approach, taking into consideration Indigenous Rights vis-a-vis
museums as outlined in the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of
Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP), the Universal Declaration of Human Rights,
and the International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial
Discrimination

In recent years, there has been growing recognition of the need for museums and cultural
institutions to adopt a rights-based approach in their policies, practices and relationships with
Indigenous Peoples and diverse communities. International frameworks such as UNDRIP, the
Universal Declaration of Human Rights, and the International Convention on the Elimination
of All Forms of Racial Discrimination underscore the responsibility of institutions—including
museums—to respect, protect and promote human rights. Within ICOM and the broader
museum sector, there is a critical need to increase awareness and understanding of these
rights-based principles. Doing so will help foster more equitable, inclusive and accountable
museum practices that uphold the dignity and self-determination of all peoples.

When UNDRIP was adopted in 2007, Australia, Canada, New Zealand and the United States,
which share similar colonial histories and concerns, refused to sign the Declaration. Ironically,
these countries have arguably made the most progress towards respecting its provisions.
Canada adopted UNDRIP in 2016 and brought it into law in 2021. But UNDRIP has implications
for museums in all nations, whether they have an Indigenous population or whether they simply
have collections of human remains and cultural belongings from people Indigenous to other
nations.
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All articles in UNDRIP are concerned with Indigenous
heritage in its broadest sense. Some are aimed at
specific aspects of heritage. For example, Articles

11, 12, 13 and 31 are very specific in outlining rights
related to Indigenous heritage.

* Article 11: the right to practise and revitalise
cultural traditions and customs, redress
concerning cultural, intellectual, religious and
spiritual property taken without free, prior and
informed consent, or in violation of their laws,
traditions and customs;

* Article 12: the right to practise spiritual and
religious traditions, customs and ceremonies,
to maintain religious and cultural sites, to the
use and control of their ceremonial objects;
and to the repatriation of ancestral remains;

* Article 13: the right to revitalise their histories
and culture, and to designate traditional place
names for communities; and

* Article 31: the right to control their cultural
heritage and to maintain their intellectual
property.

Note: these are just summaries; museums should
familiarise themselves with the Declaration in its
entirety.

Museums may not be aware that these articles
apply to them or impact their ownership and use

of cultural belongings and Indigenous knowledge.
The significance of UNDRIP in the museum context
is that Indigenous Peoples are recognised globally
as rights holders, not just as communities of origin,
collaborators or partners. All museums throughout
the world with collections from Indigenous
communities of origin, should respect the provisions
outlined in UNDRIP.

Photo Credit: Catherine C. Cole, March 2025

MOA (Museum of Anthropology,
University of British Columbia, Canada

MOA resides on the traditional and unceded
territory of the Musqueam people and
works in close partnership with Musqueam
and other communities of origin. MOA is
‘committed to promoting awareness and
understanding of culturally diverse ways of
knowing the world through challenging and
innovative programs and partnerships with
Indigenous, local and global communities.”
MOA has posted its commitment to the
principles of UNDRIP, including originating
communities’ right to “maintain, control,
protect and develop their cultural heritage,
traditional knowledge and traditional
cultural expression” on its website. Since

it was established in 1949, MOA has done
exemplary work in collections stewardship
and care as well as collaborative research,
collaborative exhibitions and collaborative
programmes. https://moa.ubc.ca/
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SUPPORTING
DECOLONISATION
IN MUSEUMS:

Photo Credit: Ukranian Institute, www.ui.org.ua

Ukrainian Guide to Decolonisation

The Ukrainian Institute, Museums
Association [UK], British Council, ICOM
Ukraine and ICOM UK collaborated to
produce a museum decolonisation guide
focused on Ukrainian cultural heritage,
published in Fall 2025. While focused

on Ukraine, it serves as a case study for
decolonising the cultural heritage of
countries struggling with the legacy of
Russian imperial domination or coming to
terms with colonisation. Drafting guidelines
during a period of active colonisation proved
particularly challenging. Rather than step-by-
step procedures, they provided guidance for
museums to make independent decisions.
The authors recognise that guidelines will
need revision following Russia’s war on
Ukraine. The guidelines were modelled

on Museums Association guidelines and
reviewed by international decolonisation
experts. https://new.icom.in.ua/en/node/60
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2. Conduct a Feasibility Study about
the Establishment of a Repatriation/
Rematriation Fund

As global calls for the return of cultural heritage grow
stronger, the need for meaningful support — particularly
financial — for repatriation and rematriation processes
has become increasingly urgent. Establishing a
dedicated repatriation/rematriation fund could help
address the significant resource gaps that often hinder
these efforts, especially for Indigenous communities
and other historically marginalised groups. The WGD
members have a number of questions about how

the fund would be established and administered, and
decided that it was important to conduct a feasibility
study to explore the concept in more detail prior to
making a firm recommendation. The study should be
conducted by a consulting team with specific expertise
in repatriation/rematriation/restitution and in fund
development, rather than by SC members.

The study would determine whether ICOM was the
right body to establish this fund or whether it might
be considered an overstep of ICOM's responsibilities.
Some countries have legislation requiring nation-to-
nation restitution, while others allow repatriation/
rematriation to the communities of origin, rather than
just to countries of origin. Some do not allow any
repatriation, rematriation or restitution, but do allow
long-term loans.

The SCD would consult with the Secretariat, ICOM's
Finances and Resources Committee (FIREC) and SAREC
about how to develop, administer and distribute

the funds. Guidelines would be developed, and any
restrictions on who could contribute would be
identified. The SC would discuss with SAREC which
body would be most appropriate to administer the
fund, given SAREC's significant workload and the SC's
expertise on decolonisation.

There are also questions about the funding process:
guidelines, eligibility, amounts, deadlines, decision-

making, etc., that would need to be addressed. The

scope of what would be covered by this fund would
need to be defined.



3. Develop decolonisation tools

What types of tools to develop will be discussed
further within the SC, and in collaboration with

other ICOM Bodies as appropriate. It is essential

to recognise that some nations have already

created context-specific tools and frameworks

that respond to their unique historical, legal and
cultural circumstances. Tools to develop may include
principles, guidelines and recommendations for
museums in former colonial powers, and in former
colonies which were often established during the
colonial period and reflect a colonial mindset.

The SC would also test and recommend existing
programmes, identify gaps and priorities, and
develop and implement the training programme with
facilitators from within the SC and beyond.

In terms of training, the WGD identified webinars
that would be useful globally: an introduction to
relevant international conventions and declarations,
and working with Indigenous Peoples, descendants
of slavery, formerly colonised countries and

other marginalised peoples. The orientation to
conventions and declarations would focus on the
implications for museums of the 1948 Universal
Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR), the 1965
International Convention on the Elimination of All
Forms of Racial Discrimination, and the 2007 United
Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous
Peoples. This webinar would be offered to the

EB, SCs, WGs, ICs and NCs and Secretariat staff

as part of their orientation. Participation would be
strongly encouraged. The webinar on working with
Indigenous Peoples, gender and sexually diverse
people, formerly colonised countries and other
marginalised peoples should be developed and
facilitated in collaboration with them. People in

the Global North need to learn from people in the
Global South and Indigenous Peoples in the North.
These webinars could also be modified to be offered
in person during the next ICOM Triennial General
Conference.

The SC would develop guidelines and other tools in
collaboration with other ICOM bodies, understanding
that they would have to be very broad to ensure that

Photo Credit: Te Papa Museum

The Museum of New Zealand/
Te Papa Tongarewa

The Museum of New Zealand/Te Papa
Tongarewa in Wellington, New Zealand's
national museum, has a unique partnership
between the Chief Executive and Kaihautt/
Maori Co-leader who shares the strategic
leadership of Te Papa, provides bicultural
leadership, guidance and support, as well

as developing relationships with iwi/local
tribes. Te Papa opened as the Colonial
Museum in 1865 and has evolved over the
years, particularly since the 1992 Museum of
New Zealand Te Papa Tongarewa Act, and
the opening of the new not colonial museum
in 1998. https://www.tepapa.govt.nz/
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they are applicable globally. The theme of decolonisation would be integrated into existing
ICOM training programmes and the proposed online ICOM Academy. The SC should be
involved in its development to address the digital imbalance.

The WGD held online meetings with Indigenous people and understands the importance of
meeting with specific communities in a safe space to discuss their relationship with museums
and how it might be improved. The SC would hold additional meetings with Indigenous
people and identify other communities to invite to restricted online meetings, e.g. museum
professionals working on decolonisation, descendants of enslaved people, members of
diaspora communities from former colonies, women and gender and sexually diverse people.

Governance and Operations

Museums are colonial institutions that need to be decolonised. In some cases, particularly
with government-owned and -operated museums, rather than museums governed by not-
for-profit organisations, this may be difficult to achieve because appointments may reflect
patronage rather than qualifications. Communities may be marginalised from government
museums that are too politicised. Local communities may not see themselves represented in
the museum and think they are only for tourists, not the community. NCs may be able

to play a role in creating a safe space for museum professionals when dealing with difficult
questions on which the state does not necessarily agree. New models of museums have
been introduced as a counterpoint to existing structures.

Ideally, museums should have diverse people on their boards and advisory councils, and on
their staff, to reflect their communities and respect EDI principles and UNDRIP. The principles
of partnership and collaboration (e.g. common agenda, prioritising community needs) should
be integrated into the way museums work, with diverse communities involved in decision-
making processes. Museums should demonstrate respect for Indigenous self-determination
and the concept of 'the time it takes’ (i.e.,, community priorities and timelines may not
coincide with museum deadlines and need to be respected). Museums should go into the
community with whom they want to engage to invite collaboration, and need to understand
the importance of working with the ‘'right’ people, and following appropriate protocols.

Collections Management

Collections management is being reconsidered from a decolonial perspective. Some
museums are shifting towards a more inclusive, people-centred approach, emphasising

the importance of caring for people through the processes of managing and documenting
collections. Some have gone as far as to introduce co-stewardship or co-management with
communities of origin. Museums need to recognise the emotional labour involved

in research, cataloguing and decolonising collections. Increasingly, museums observe
Indigenous protocols for collections management, including storage and incoming and
outgoing loans, with the full involvement of Indigenous Peoples. Long-term loans, digital
loans, providing copies, or making copies while returning the original are increasingly options
being considered. However, borrowing objects is expensive and may leave a museum
vulnerable. Religious objects are emotional, and therefore, a digital presentation is not
suitable.



Ethics surrounding new acquisitions are included in
the ICOM Code. Many museums are behind in their
documentation procedures for existing collections.
Museums do provenance research to understand
where their collections originated and how they
came into the museum. Provenance research should
be conducted at the time of acquisition, but if that
information was not recorded at the time, or if
terminology has changed since then, museums are
increasingly doing additional research. Museums may
be able to prove that objects were acquired ethically
during the colonial period (or since).

Where the community of origin is known, museums
should contact them to ensure the proper use of
terminology, including names for the community of
origin, clans, families and places. They should avoid
the use of jargon and use appropriate orthography
or syllabics, and make the information that should

be public available and accessible. Museums may

be able to learn additional information, like the
maker’'s name, that was not considered important

at the time of acquisition. Many museums have
human, ancestral or mummified remains that were
taken in colonial, violent contexts, often so generally
catalogued that it is not even clear what community
they were from, or where they were taken. In this
context, museums are described as a ‘colonial crime
scene’. This explains a deep mistrust of museums
since they keep the ancestors imprisoned. Respectful
language is important here too: referring to the
ancestors as ‘material’ or ‘objects’ is painful, the word
‘ethnography’ is considered pejorative.

Collection Care and Conservation

Museums increasingly respect the community of
origin’s approaches to storage and conservation,
particularly for human, ancestral or mummified
remains and cultural belongings. Human, ancestral
and mummified remains in museums are referred to
as ‘dehumanised trophies of conquest’ in

boxes in the basement and considered a result

of racial profiling. Rehumanisation, rather than
dehumanisation, is needed. Some museums are
inviting the descendants of Indigenous artists to
repair their work, rather than conservators.

Ko Hsiang returning to his home temple
for the first time in 2011 since
being acquired as part of the museum collection.

Photo Credit: Lee Chin-Hsien, 2011.
National Taiwan Museum

The Mummified Man in the Collection
of National Taiwan Museum, Taipei

Ko Hsiang, a 19th-century Taiwanese spirit
medium, became a mummy after death in
1878 and was worshipped as ‘Te-ia-kong’
at Beiji Temple. During Japanese colonial
rule in 1912, he became criminal evidence
in the 'Tuku Incident’ when devotees used
his spiritual authority for anti-Japanese
resistance. Seized by authorities, Ko
Hsiang spent nearly a century in police
institutions and Taiwan Police College

as medical teaching material. In 1993, he
was donated to National Taiwan Museum
as part of the collection. After extensive
negotiations balancing preservation

and cultural sensitivity, the museum

and Beiji Temple reached agreement

in 2011, allowing Ko Hsiang to return
home while maintaining annual three-
month museum conservation Visits.
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There are other committees in the ICOM network,
focused on these issues, and the SC should connect
with them to discuss potential revisions to the
NatHist Code of Ethics, for example. ICOM-CC has
an Indigenous and World Cultures Working Group, an
international group that promotes the discussion and
dissemination of information on ethical and technical
issues concerning the conservation of cultural
belongings.

Museum collections were traditionally fumigated
with pesticides, which have serious implications for
cultural belongings. Research on museum objects
can imply taking material samples, which should
not be done without the consent of the community
of origin. Especially when it comes to research on
human, ancestral or mummified remains or sacred
animals. Using invasive techniques such as carbon
dating, or genetic research using DNA, requires
consent and has religious, social, political and
economic implications. Important work is being done
in this area.

Research

The communities of origin own and should have
control over information about cultural belongings.
They should be credited and their data sovereignty
recognised. Access to some or all information

may be restricted by the community of origin.
Digital repositories have been developed that allow
collections to be seen in context with those in other
repositories and allow collaborative research to be
undertaken. Some Indigenous knowledge, skills
and language that were forgotten after cultural
belongings were removed from the community are
inherent in them and may be remembered now as
communities reconnect with cultural belongings
that are preserved in museums. Through this work,
communities of origin may counter the loss of
culture, practices, perspectives and languages to
reconnect with their history and identity. Museums
also benefit from being able to reinterpret collections
with different knowledge systems and new
partnerships.

Sugar Casters, c. 1700-1720, AB1573-
A-B, Porcelain, silver, h. 17 cm
Photo Credit: Cultural Heritage Agency

Cultural Heritage Agency of the
Netherlands, Amersfoort

Art collections are traditionally
described in an art-historical manner.
These early 18th-century sugar
casters were described technically

as Chinese porcelain, glazed and
decorated with underglaze blue on
white, with silver knob, dating from
Qing Dynasty. However, since beet
sugar wasn't invented yet, the sugar
used came from colonial plantations
where enslaved people worked

under harsh circumstances. Museum
decolonisation involves including
information about objects related to
slavery and colonial history, adding
new layers and meanings, creating
new narratives to tell complete stories.
This approach gives voice to long-
silent witnesses from the past, revealing
hidden connections between everyday
objects and colonial exploitation.




Marcus Clifford, Adriana Wilhelmina
Burlamacchi with a servant, 1730, LM03297,
QOil on canvas, 152.5 x 127.3 cm.

Photo Credit: Cultural Heritage Agency

Cultural Heritage Agency of the
Netherlands, Amersfoort

Museums contain objects closely

linked to slavery or colonial history.

The Cultural Heritage Agency of the
Netherlands addressed discriminatory
descriptions, exemplified by the portrait
of Adriana Burlamacchi. Originally,

the title referenced only the white
woman, while the Black young man

was mentioned in the description of

the painting as “N** boy in white-red
striped coat and a silver collar”. The collar
clearly indicates enslavement, though

his identity remains unknown. Many
paintings feature unidentified Black people
requiring further research. The offensive
descriptions of enslaved individuals in the
collection database of museums should
be identified and corrected as a way to
raise awareness of colonial-era language.

Archival records are researched, with the
understanding that the archives were traditionally
written primarily by White males in the position

of the colonial ruler or administrator. Museums
do research through sources such as oral history
to gain additional perspectives. Museums and
archives sometimes work in silos and should work
collaboratively to exchange information within
museums and between museums and archives.

Accessibility

Both intellectual and physical access are important.
Museums are increasingly respecting Indigenous and
other communities of origin, protocols which outline
who has access to what. Providing virtual access

is often a necessary first step, and methods have
improved significantly over the past decade, through
live video tours of exhibitions and storage areas, for
example. However, not everyone has equal access to
the Internet.

Museums may not be accessible to differently abled
people. While the WGD has not yet focused on

this issue, disability justice may be included within
decolonisation as both a critique of systemic ableism
and a framework for reimagining more inclusive
futures.

Exhibitions and Programmes

Some museums are de-centring Eurocentric
approaches and adding information or perspectives
that were not previously mentioned, correcting
misinterpretations and false information. Some
museums use travelling exhibitions as a form of
exchange. Increasingly, museums are developing
exhibitions in collaboration or partnership with
diaspora communities and communities or countries
of origin, allowing them to speak for themselves.

Museums have adopted the expression ‘nothing
about us without us’ from the disability community,
reinforcing the understanding that exhibitions and
programmes should not be developed without

the full participation of whoever is the subject.
Community members ultimately own and should
control the depiction of their people and their
stories. They should have authority over the creative
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process and are best able to interpret the historical
narrative to match their conceptual understandings
and epistemologies. This means that they should
also have the ability to say that something is not an
appropriate subject for exhibition at all.

Restitution/Repatriation/Rematriation

Sometimes museums reduce the concept of
decolonisation to restitution/repatriation/
rematriation. But as demonstrated above, it is much
more complex. ICOM could provide a network
through which information is exchanged about the
whereabouts of human, ancestral and mummified
remains in museums. ICOM could develop an
overview of the different practices, such as
repatriation or reburial and offer advice.

Museums should proactively contact the country or
community of origin to discuss potential restitution/
repatriation/rematriation. There are good examples
of collaboration with countries or communities of
origin to return human, ancestral and mummified
remains and cultural belongings. Museums and
countries should be open to restitution/repatriation/
rematriation, and colonial powers/governments/
institutions should pay all associated costs. A
museum may return the original artefact/cultural
belonging and keep a copy, keeping in mind the
copyright issues associated with digital copies.
Some museums already recognise the right of
Indigenous Peoples to determine how best to care
for or lay to rest restituted/repatriated/rematriated
remains, cultural belongings, artefacts and artworks,
specimens and associated documentation.

Provenance research should not be used to delay or
prevent restitution/repatriation/rematriation but it
must be recognised that the process takes time and
consideration on the museum’s part. Together with
cultural belongings, knowledge can be returned.
Not all communities are interested in restitution/
repatriation/rematriation. Some are more interested
in the return of knowledge.

Transformation
Museums are a European concept and many of them
focus on the accomplishments of dead, privileged

Photo Credit: The University of the West Indes

Repatriation Milestone: Specimen
of 170-Year-Old Jamaican Giant
Galliwasp Returns Home

In June 2024, a rare Jamaican Giant
Galliwasp (Celestus occiduus) housed in The
Hunterian Museum at University of Glasgow
since the 1800s was returned to Jamaica
through repatriation. This marks a successful
repatriation between the University of

the West Indies and the University of
Glasgow. The Giant Jamaican Galliwasp is
endemic to Jamaica, last confirmed alive

in the 1800s but now considered extinct.
This represents the first natural history
specimen repatriation to the Caribbean,
symbolising an important milestone for
scientific research and cultural heritage
preservation as part of reparatory justice.
Nicknamed Celeste, her arrival stimulated
great interest among the local scientific
community and the Jamaican public.

Source: Repatriation and New
Beginnings | The Hunterian Blog




Returning the Gaze, Amsterdam
Photo Credit: Sites of Memory Stichting

Sites of Memory Stichting (SoM)

Sites of Memory Stichting (SoM) explores
often-overlooked stories of the Netherlands
and former colonies through performances
and cultural activities. Founded by cultural
historian Jennifer Tosch and theatre

maker Katy Streek, SOM creates a reflection
space on slavery and colonial history.

Since 2016, their annual location-based
performances highlight hidden narratives,
such as Returning the Gaze (2022) and
Future for the Past (2020-2021), connecting
multidisciplinary artists from the
Netherlands and South Africa. Their current
project, Free to be Free, brings resilience
and liberation stories to audiences in
Amsterdam, Willemstad, and other Dutch
cities. By bringing these narratives to

light, SoM challenges everyone to rethink
collective memory and acknowledge
underrepresented perspectives.
https://en.sitesofmemory.nl/

White men, but some are in the process of
transformation and decolonisation. However well-
intentioned, and even when carried out carefully
and respectfully, the decolonisation process

may be re-traumatising. For centuries, museums
have represented oppression, and some are now
transforming into spaces for healing and that enable
people to address their intergenerational trauma and
loss. There are examples of museums that have a
separate space for community members to perform
rituals or as a mourning room. Some countries have
established support groups for marginalised people
working in and with museums, including mental first
aid and trauma-informed practice training. There are
relatively few cultural leaders in any community,

and some are experiencing consultation fatigue from
repeated requests for information or participation.
ICOM could make these ideas and tools more
available.

Museums often don't present cultures the way they
are. When artefacts and cultural belongings were
taken in the colonial period, they were taken out of
context and are often still not understood. Some
museums are becoming a space for equity and
exchange, rather than spaces that place one group of
people above another. They need to follow a more
open and honest anti-racist approach. Museums like
to consider themselves as safe spaces for dialogue,
but are we being naive? Museums should be safe

for all: women, men, people of colour, Indigenous
people, gender and sexually diverse people, youth,
etc. Museums are not neutral spaces — simply by
developing one project over another curators and
decision makers are making choices about which
subjects to highlight — often without consulting the
communities they serve.

In some countries, museums enjoy a position of
public trust and are considered reliable sources,
especially relative to governments and the media.
However, this trust may be lost if people do not

see themselves in the museum. Increasingly, some
museums are sharing power, co-curating and
allowing community members to tell their own
stories. The question of equity also raises the issue of
admission fees, and some museums offer free
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Reuse of a colonial building

The State Bank of Pakistan Museum has
reclaimed and repurposed a heritage
building that once belonged to the
Imperial Bank of India. By transforming
this space into a museum dedicated to
Pakistan’'s monetary history, the country
has symbolically asserted its financial
independence and historical narrative.
The museum showcases the evolution

of Pakistan's currency, including the
transition from Indian banknotes modified
for Pakistani use after independence. This
highlights the shift from colonial financial
systems to a sovereign monetary identity.
Additionally, the museum preserves and
displays coins, stamps and banknotes that
reflect Pakistan’s distinct economic journey,
reinforcing the idea of self-determination.
Beyond currency, the museum also houses
art galleries featuring works by Pakistani
artists, further emphasising cultural
independence and the celebration of

local heritage. By archiving and digitising
historical financial records, the museum
ensures that Pakistan’s economic history
is documented from its own perspective
rather than through a colonial lens.
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admission to Indigenous people and/or local citizens.

The SC shall develop a repository of work being
done globally on decolonisation, recognising that
the body of work in this area is expanding at a great
speed, and it would be impossible to be complete.
We need to rethink the model of museums
altogether to become more inclusive spaces. People
want to tell their own stories rather than continuing
colonial legacies. ‘New' types of museums have
been introduced in recent decades, including
House of Stories, Keeping Houses and Indigenous
Cultural/Heritage Centres, among others. What
does this mean for ICOM? The SC shall propose a
collaboration with ICOFOM and other interested
ICs to conduct a study of new models of museums,
possibly also in collaboration with an academic
institution. The first step will be to develop the
criteria for ‘'new’.

4. Support decolonisation efforts
within the ICOM network and, where
appropriate, ICOM should act as an
advisory body to national museums
associations, national governments, and
other organisations and specialists to
develop decolonisation guidelines that
suit each country/situation

ICOM should decolonise its operations and support
related conferences, publications and other projects
developed within the ICOM network through
existing mechanisms such as SAREC and Museum
International. Some ICs are already focusing on
decolonisation as well, and others should be
encouraged to do so. For example, as mentioned
above, NatHist has developed a relevant Code of
Ethics (which may require updating), ICOM-CC has
an Indigenous and World Cultures Working Group,
and UMAC has published a Guidance for Restitution
and Return of Items from University Museums and
Collections. Other committees have organised
related conferences or written documents.

The SC, as a central ICOM Body on decolonisation,
should be informed of these efforts and monitor the



activities to avoid duplication and contradiction within ICOM, and provide advice where
appropriate.

ICOM could renew efforts to provide support in mediating or providing advice re:
restitution/repatriation/rematriation, as it did in 2006. When invited, ICOM can also play a
role in advocacy at the highest international and national levels (e.g. the UN,
Commonwealth Heads of Government and the G20) and help with the process including
developing guidelines for decolonisation, following the example of guidelines for
sustainability and the Washington Principles.

However, ICOM can only advise museums in the broadest terms. While guidelines

are needed in each of the areas above, ICOM needs to defer to national museums
associations, or whatever body in each country is working on these issues. Museums
associations in some former colonial powers (e.g. United Kingdom), settler nations (e.qg.
Australia and Canada, working in collaboration with Indigenous Peoples) and countries
currently experiencing expansionist threats (e.g. Ukraine) have developed their own
guidelines.

Some Indigenous communities have also prepared guidelines. Guidelines do need to be
localised. Former colonising nations should respect any guidelines that have been
developed by the communities/countries of origin for human, ancestral and mummified
remains, cultural belongings, artefacts, artworks and specimens and associated
information in question.
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* Draft Terms of Reference
and establish SCD

% Establish space on ICOM
website for decolonisation
issues, and post the
report, glossary, annotated
bibliography

* Begin to develop a
repository of work
being done globally on
decolonisation

Share the report widely and
publish information from it
in video formats

Continue to develop the
repository, glossary and
annotated bibliography

* Continue to develop the
repository, glossary and
annotated bibliography

* Draft an update to the 2025
recommendations and
action plan

* Continue to develop
the history of ICOM re:
decolonisation that was
introduced in the report

Publish a revised history
of ICOM, incorporating
ICOM'’s work towards
decolonisation on the
ICOM website for ICOM’s
80th anniversary

Initiate a study of new
models of museums /
decolonial practices

* Continue to study new
models of museums /
decolonial practices

* Draft EDI Statement
acknowledging the role
museums have played in
colonisation historically
and committing to a new
relationship based upon
equity and inclusion

Adopt Statement to be
signed by EB members,
committee chairs and
the Secretariat; integrate
conceptinto ICOM
Values statement, and
publish through ICOM
communications media
(in all issues of Museum
International, future
Strategic Plans, etc.)

* Cost out the
recommendations; meet
with the Secretariat and
FIREC to discuss, and
include in future ICOM
operating budgets and/or
fundraising priorities

Conduct a feasibility
study regarding

the establishment
of a repatriation/
rematriation fund

* Initiate work on
recommendations from the
feasibility study as required

* Provide advice to the EB,
SCs, WGs, NCs and ICs
where appropriate

Continue to provide advice
within the ICOM network
where appropriate

* Continue to provide advice
within the ICOM network
where appropriate




SCD members to
participate in related
ICOMIC, NC, RA, and
AO conferences where
possible

SCD members to continue
to participate in related
conferences where
possible

* SCD members to continue

to participate in related
conferences where
possible

Provide input into the
revision of the Statutes and
Internal Rules

Provide input into the
review of the current
Strategic Plan with a
decolonisation lens and
provide input into the
2028-2036 Strategic Plan

Continue to provide input
into the revision of the
Statutes and Internal Rules

Continue to provide
input into the 2028-2034
Strategic Plan

Develop an assessment
tool to measure progress
towards decolonisation

Identify specific
communities to involve in
online meetings

Facilitate meetings with
museum professionals
working on decolonisation
and priority communities

Identify gaps in existing
decolonisation tools

Begin to develop Standards
and Guidelines which

may be recommended

and additional tools to be
developed

Continue to develop
decolonisation tools

Continue to develop
decolonisation tools

Develop a webinar on the
implications of UNDRIP,
the Universal Declaration
of Human Rights, and the
International Convention
on the Elimination of

All Forms of Racial
Discrimination for
museums globally

Deliver the webinar to the
EB, SCs, WGs, ICs, NCs and
Secretariat (mandatory) and
ICOM members (optional)

Identify additional training
needs (e.g., the legacy of
colonialism, working with
marginalised communities)
and tools

Deliver annual webinar to
ICOM network

Continue to develop
additional training materials
on decolonisation

Evaluate the current action
plan and develop a new
plan for 2029-2032
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A word cloud depicting all the words that the Working Group deliberated over while
discussing appropriate terminology and glossary related to decolonisation.

Colonisation has not been on the same scale, let alone with the same consequences, in
different parts of the world. From what we've heard and what we've learned, it is evident that
decolonisation thus also looks different and means different things for different peoples.
While decolonisation is ever listening, ever learning, and ever evolving with care and respect,
it is also about dismantling colonial structures, and the ongoing search for a community’s
own identity — one not imposed on them by a third party, but that they choose for
themselves.

In this regard, the WGD has proposed some terms to help us, as members, to collectively
move towards an understanding of the decolonisation of museums. This glossary,

which is the fruit of research and long intercultural discussion sometimes punctuated by
disagreements, clearly shows the conflicting nature of decolonisation. The entries included
here are an attempt to address recurring concepts in this debate. Definitions are in a
‘formative phase’ and will remain so for a long time to come. We are far from articulating a
singular definition that can encompass the world's diversity in terms of culture, tradition and
colonial contexts. But having said that, we must start somewhere. Thus, we propose this
glossary as a catalyst for dialogue and a springboard to navigating the difficult legacies of
coloniality in cultural institutions.

This glossary is the result of a collective and international process, written in English, even
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though it is not the mother tongue of the group involved. We are fully aware of the colonial
implications of using English; however, we use it as a functional tool to facilitate dialogue
and understanding, despite the semantic differences and polysemy that terms may have

in different languages and contexts. This work is part of the WGD's mandate to “develop
language and methodologies for an institutional approach to ICOM.” It brings together

the terms we suggest and apply in our discussions, accompanied, where relevant, by an
explanation of the criteria and reasons for their adoption.

We recognise that it is based on the valuable contributions of social movements, activists,
Indigenous groups and academics who have critically reflected on these issues before us. We
start from the principle that language is never neutral: it expresses power relations, many of
which are structurally hierarchical, that permeate museum debates and practices. The
present proposal reflects the collective knowledge of the group and constitutes a conceptual
tool that we are making available to ICOM for consideration and eventual institutional
incorporation.

The glossary has three main objectives: to provide clarity on the terms used in the report;

to propose new concepts that we consider relevant; and to justify, where necessary, the
retention of controversial terms that remain in common use in certain contexts. In fact, the
term ‘decolonisation’ is problematic, as it is often instrumentalist from Eurocentric
perspectives that allow colonial actors themselves to disclaim their historical responsibilities.
We thought together about using other words: ‘'multivocality’ or ‘cultural rights,” were
proposed, but we discussed whether the latter refers to Western liberal frameworks that

still fail to guarantee effective rights for many people. Furthermore, focusing solely on ‘rights’
reinforces an anthropocentric view, ignoring the need to decolonise environments and
rethink our relationship with nature. The debate requires concepts that recognise the
diversity of colonial experiences and promote accountability, transparency and critical global
dialogue.

We understand the West as a project, not as a geographical location. Beyond a critical
perspective of colonialism, decolonising museums’ main objective is to dismantle the
imposed Western framework. Also, decolonisation requires building new horizons based on
memories and knowledge that have been oppressed by colonialism. It is a political project
that requires a transformation of the world and its colonial logic of power, since there can be
no decolonised museum in a colonial world.

Artefact: refers to an object produced, modified or used by humans, generally associated
with archaeological and scientific contexts. This notion reinforces a separation between
nature and culture, presenting objects as purely artificial and stripped of their link to

their original environments and systems of meaning. In the museum sphere, artefacts

are exhibited as material testimonies of history and culture, but this classification often
involves their removal from cultural, spiritual or territorial contexts, inserting them into
narratives dominated by Western and colonial logics. Thus, many objects are reduced to
mere collectors’ items, when in reality they embody living and relational meanings for their
communities of origin. In this context, co-curating, understood as the active participation of
these communities in management, exhibition, and interpretation, represents a step towards
the restitution of their agency.
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Care: Principles or Ethics of Care ensure that future practices do not repeat the same

logics of domination and that relationships with communities are based on respect, equity
and shared responsibility. It implies the recognition of and ethical responsibility towards

the collections, communities and stories that are narrated in museums as well as the staff
which works with them. Based on the recognition of coloniality in the museum, care requires
institutional transformation to make museums more just, critical and plural in their way of
being. Care also defines the ethical standards involved in discussing protocols with colonial
collections.

Collaboration: process through which two or more people, entities or organisations
work together to complete a task or achieve a goal; when people collaborate, they influence
one another’s practice. Collaboration can be within or across communities. Museums must
commit to transparency in collaborative practices with communities of origin. It should
reduce bureaucracy and simplify the cooperation, in order to ensure just and appropriate
representation within their collections and interpretive techniques.

The principle of reciprocity should also be considered, an ethical-political practice deeply
rooted in Indigenous knowledge, where exchange is continuous and relational, affective,
placing care at the centre.

Colonialism/Colonisation: a system or policy of dominance and control by one
power over an area or people that often includes the exploitation of resources for the
explicit benefit of the colonising country. Colonialism'’s extractivist approach reshaped not
only territories but also cultural narratives, consolidating power and justifying domination
through the creation of institutions like museums. These spaces have historically reflected
and perpetuated colonial ideologies, reinforcing hierarchies and legitimising the exploitation
of both people and resources. Museums, as active agents in these colonial logics, have long
served to classify and present knowledge through a Eurocentric lens, often marginalising

or misrepresenting the non-western cultures they exhibit. By doing so, they have become
powerful tools in sustaining systems of domination and exploitation.

Coloniality: a powerful and thought-provoking concept, shedding light on the ways
colonial-era dynamics of power and exploitation persist in the modern world. It highlights
the underlying Eurocentric framework of Modernity that ties progress and development to
exploitation, often justifying inequality through racial and capitalist structures. Museums are
emblematic of these enduring dynamics. Their collections often carry the legacy of

looting and reinterpretation from a colonial perspective, which not only distorts the original
context of the artefacts and cultural belongings but also reinforces harmful stereotypes. This
perpetuation of cultural hierarchies reminds us that the structures of colonialism are deeply
embedded in many aspects of contemporary society.

Communities of Origin: communities with historical, ancestral, cultural, territorial and/
or spiritual ties to cultural belongings housed in museums. They are active agents with the
right to influence the management, interpretation and potential restitution of these cultural
belongings. It is important for museums to conduct due diligence to establish provenance
and identify communities of origin. Many museums use the complexities of determining
communities of origin as an argument to justify inappropriate care or not return objects.



Recognising them requires embracing their diversity, avoiding colonial impositions and
ensuring meaningful participation in museum decolonisation. However, not all communities
have legal recognition, limiting their ability to claim objects. Thus establishing ‘origin’ must
be done with care and respect, since descendance or rightful ‘representation’ may not
always be legally verifiable through ancestry. ‘Source communities’ is also used, sometimes
interchangeably, but the WGD decided to use communities of origin which is broader than
source communities.

National laws can also hinder repatriation/rematriation/restitution, especially when

states assert ownership over cultural heritage, disregarding Indigenous or minority rights.
Economic, geographic and bureaucratic barriers may further restrict community involvement
in mMuseum processes.

The term ‘country of origin’ is distinct from and not interchangeable with ‘community of
origin’, as they refer to different scales of belonging, sovereignty and agency. It usually refers
to nation states, a category that reflects colonial boundaries imposed by global dynamics
and does not coincide with the territories, cultures or Indigenous groups that produced the
objects. Countries of origin may even perpetuate internal forms of colonialism. Recognising
the community of origin implies decentralising state authority and addressing the claims of
groups that may be marginalised by the nation state itself. This should enable the return,
consultation or reparation to be directed towards those who truly have material, spiritual or
historical links with the cultural belonging.

Consent: is an ethical, political and reparative practice that seeks to restore agency to
communities, question colonial appropriation and profoundly transform the relationship
between museums, cultural belongings and communities of origin. This implies that the
affected communities, descendants or cultural rights holders are fully informed about which
cultural belonging or ancestral remains are in the museum, how they were obtained, what
their history has been and what uses are currently made of them. They must also be able to
decide freely on their fate: return, exhibition, reinterpretation, rehumanisation, etc.

It must be a continuous and open process that respects changes in position, new
generations and internal debates within communities in a collective way. In a framework of
decolonisation, it is recognised that historical power relations affect the possibility of genuine
consent, and power must be shared before consent can truly be free.

Consent implies recognising that museums can no longer act as ‘universal owners’ or as
exclusive interpreters of the heritage of others. It is about repairing historically unequal
relationships, restoring agency to peoples and communities, respecting ancestral knowledge
systems and cultural practices and moving towards more just and plural museum practices.

Conservation: refers to all measures or actions aimed at safeguarding tangible cultural
heritage, ensuring its accessibility to present and future generations. They must respect the
meaning and physical properties of the cultural belongings in question. The communities
of origin should be involved in decision-making about whether and how to preserve their
cultural belongings.
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Conservation should be understood as a Western concept based on the idea of preserving an
object in a stable and intact state over time. These ideas often separate cultural belongings
from its ritual, social and spiritual contexts and can conflict with Indigenous or non-Western
worldviews and practices, which conceive cultural belongings as living, relational, ephemeral
or requiring ongoing ritual practices and care. Many conservation practices have been carried
out without consulting the communities of origin. Unwanted materials and techniques

(e.g. varnishes, stabilisers, consolidants, poisons) have been applied. In some cases, these
interventions have violated cultural taboos or altered the meaning of cultural belongings.
Conservation determines who decides what is conserved and how, and who can access it.
This reproduces colonial relationships as museums define the future of cultural property

that belongs to others. Conservation, in the context of decolonisation, requires working

with communities to decide whether to preserve and how to do so, using techniques that
can be reversed if the community requires it, incorporating ritual, emotional and spiritual
practices into the care of cultural belongings, obtaining free, prior and informed consent
before intervening in cultural property, and recognising that in some cases the degradation
or change of the cultural belongings is part of its cultural significance. ICOM-CC has defined
conservation and the revised Code of Ethics will also include definitions of conservation and
care.

Cultural Belongings/Cultural Objects: in many Indigenous communities
belongings are regarded as living entities or kin, intertwined with their cultural knowledge
systems, expressions and intellectual property. These include tangible cultural objects
including plants, seeds, maps and archival documents, as well as intangible heritage such as
songs and language. Unlike the term ‘artefacts,” ‘belongings’ conveys a deep relational link,
acknowledging that these items are integral to the identities and histories of those to whom
they belong; similarly the use of ‘cultural object’ highlights the significance of the item as
part of a living historical culture, emphasising its meaning and context beyond just being a
found object. Cultural object allows for a more integrated understanding, recognising how
nature and culture often coexist in many non-Western cultures, where the separation is less
rigid. Reframing objects as cultural rather than as artefacts can challenge hierarchical and
extractivist views within museum practices, inviting new interpretations that honour their
original meanings.

Cultural Rights: are fundamental to the self-determination of peoples and the protection
of their ancestral/traditional knowledge systems, artistic practices and traditions. Especially in
the case of Indigenous Peoples and historically colonised communities, these rights enable
the preservation and transmission of collective identities, strengthening cultural continuity

in the face of centuries of dispossession, silencing and epistemic violence. Within the
framework of international instruments such as UNDRIP, cultural rights not only recognise
the symbolic value of cultural expressions, but also establish specific obligations for States
and institutions regarding participation, access, control and restitution of property and
knowledge. From a rights-based approach, museums have an ethical, legal and political
responsibility to guarantee these rights, ceasing to act as unilateral custodians and becoming
spaces for reparation, dialogue and historical justice. Recognising cultural rights in the
museum sector is not simply a symbolic or inclusive gesture: it means actively addressing
the consequences of colonialism and rethinking cultural institutions as places of shared
responsibility, community agency and structural transformation.



Decolonisation: a complex, continuous and profoundly transformative process that goes
beyond the symbolic recognition of colonial structures that are still in force. It involves a
critical review of imperialist ideologies, structural and systemic racism and imposed historical
narratives, with the aim of constructing more equitable models based on respect, historical
awareness, truth-telling and social justice. In the museum sector, this process also requires
questioning the patriarchal logics that have defined what is preserved, exhibited and valued
as heritage, silencing the memories and knowledge of women, racialised people and gender
and sexually diverse people. Furthermore, it requires recognising the close relationship
between colonialism, cultural and environmental extractivism, and the current climate

crisis, understanding that many museums have been complicit in legitimising systems of
domination that not only devastated territories and cultures, but also contributed to global
ecological deterioration.

In the field of heritage and museums, decolonising means not only recognising the historical
role of museums in the appropriation and silencing of oppressed cultures, and recognition of
injustice, but also actively engaging with their structural and institutional transformation. In
this process, the continuity and transmission of traditional knowledge and the repatriation/
rematriation/restitution of cultural belongings are not only heritage issues, but fundamental
rights of peoples who have been historically dispossessed. Decolonisation requires concrete
actions of reconciliation such as repatriation/rematriation/return/restitution, reparation

and the reconfiguration of museum spaces, so that communities are protagonists in the
construction of their own narratives. This implies dismantling hierarchies of power, revising
curatorial models and establishing relationships based on reciprocity and self-determination;
it involves reimagining the role of museums from an ethic of reparation, sustainability and
intersectional care.

Decolonising is not a linear process, nor is it free of tensions. It means facing historical
traumas, unlearning imposed structures and developing new ways of thinking, acting and
creating relationships. There is no single path, but multiple ways forward, always with the
leadership of the communities of origin and the guardians of traditional knowledge. Only
in this way can museums stop reproducing colonial logics and become spaces of memory,
reparation, healing and social justice, where the past is not only an object of study, but its
interpretation is a shared ethical responsibility.

In museums, postcolonialism implies a discursive and epistemological critique: it questions
how ‘others’ are represented, how stories of the imperial past are narrated, and how
Eurocentrism is reproduced in museography. It tends to focus on symbolic representations,
visibility and narratives. Decolonisation goes further, focusing on structural transformations:
direct participation of communities of origin, non-Western epistemologies, situated curatorial
practices and restitution. It proposes changing the structure, epistemic authority and power
relations within and outside the museum. Anti-colonialism manifests itself in direct actions
that seek to destabilise the museum as an institution of power and open up spaces for
conflict and agency. It introduces conflict, discomfort and political urgency, pointing out that
reform is not enough, but that radical dispute and transformation are necessary.

These currents express different degrees of confrontation with the colonial legacy and can
also be complementary strategies which, with different political horizons and different ways
of acting within or outside the museum institution, seek to transform the museum into a
space that is more just with regard to colonial legacies.



Diaspora: refers to the displacement or dispersion of a group from their homeland to other
territories, where they form communities maintaining cultural, historical and symbolic ties to
their origins. They may be descended from communities or origin. In museums, diasporas are
not just affected by colonial legacies but also play a key role in their transformation. They are
essential to decolonisation, addressing historical injustices, reclaiming silenced memories and
sometimes supporting the return of culturally sensitive objects. They may also argue for their
retention in museum collections to be accessible to diaspora community members. Their
involvement helps shape museums into spaces of epistemic and cultural justice, fostering
more inclusive and reparative narratives for the future.

Eurocentrism: an ideology that prioritises Western values, ideas and knowledge as
universal standards of progress, while minimising or making invisible the contributions of
non-Western cultures. In museums, Eurocentrism has influenced collections, narratives
and curatorial practices, establishing cultural hierarchies. Eurocentrism has transitioned into
Western Imperialism, beyond the independence process, continuing as a power system
and ideology. Some of the most important museums were created in this context and their
collections were brought together to justify Western imperialism and colonisation.

Extractive practices: extractive practices take advantage of material and cultural
resources, such as raw materials or knowledge, for unilateral benefits, regardless of the
consequences for the territories or communities from which they originate. This logic sees
land and non-Western knowledge as simply exploitable resources, reinforcing inequalities
and power hierarchies. In the cultural sphere, this is reflected in practices of collecting and
archiving in museums and other cultural institutions, which erase histories, identities and
people and the embodiments of living.

These politics of plunder are constantly evolving, taking new forms. For example, the unfair
payment of artists from the Global South, the erasure of their names, the marginalisation of
racialised people, or the appropriation of their social and political struggles, which become
content for cultural programming. Museums should avoid such extractivism — in research,
in community engagement, in artist recognition and pay, in care of staff, etc., and in
provenance research. Research must be done with the community, not about it without
due involvement, while also being mindful of the community ownership of the research and
avoiding misappropriation.

Global North/Global South: are geopolitical, historical and epistemic categories used
to describe structural inequalities in the global system. Rather than using ‘developed’ or
‘developing’ countries, these concepts emphasise historical, economic, political and symbolic
power relations forged throughout colonialism, imperialism and global capitalism. To speak
of the Global North and South is to speak of persistent colonial relations, not cartographic
coordinates. The challenge lies in using these terms critically and contextually, recognising
the internal differences and hierarchies within each category. Beyond reproducing binary
logics, we must recognise the possibilities of cross-border alliances that aim for global
transformation. While the Global North is recognised as the place of power, privilege and
hegemony, the Global South is understood as a space of subordination, resistance and
epistemic creativity. The WGD has reservations about using any of these dichotomies —
Western, North/South, or developing/developed but has not identified a better term.
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Healing: efers to the ongoing, non-linear processes necessary to repair and transform

the relationships of harm, violence and inequality that museums — as colonial institutions or
accomplices to colonialism — have produced and continue to reproduce. It is a process that
seeks to acknowledge this harm, confront colonial trauma, repair relationships of injustice
and create conditions for respectful and ethical relationships between museums and
affected communities. Museums — as institutional spaces marked by colonialism — can heal
themselves by questioning their epistemologies, reviewing their collection and exhibition
policies, and transforming their internal and external power relations. It seeks to restore
dignity to affected communities, always accompanied by structural changes (e.g. institutional
transformation, redistribution of power, return of cultural property). Each community must
find the most appropriate ways to ‘heal’, while museums must accept their agendas and
priorities without imposing forced reconciliation processes.

Human Remains (including ancestral remains and mummified individuals):

refers to the physical remains of a deceased person, encompassing the body, parts of the
body or skeletal remains. Ancestral remains refers to the remains of community-specific
ancestors.

Inclusion: is not simply a matter of ‘adding diversity’ to an existing structure, but rather
requires a radical transformation of the ways in which the museum operates, makes
decisions, ‘represents’, narrates and relates to the communities of origin. In some contexts,
the word inclusion is closely aligned with access and ability. Here it is understood as being
inclusive of marginalised communities — the redistribution of power in governance and
decision-making, the recognition of the experiences and agencies of community members,
and plural narratives and memories. Inclusion should not mean tokenism.

Indigenous Peoples: original people of the land; they are called by different names in
different parts of the world, including First Peoples, First Nations, Métis, Inuit, Aboriginal,
Adivasi and tribal peoples, among others. UNDRIP recognises the rights of Indigenous
Peoples, including cultural rights. Recognising and addressing the decolonisation of
Indigenous Peoples is key to the decolonisation of museums. Indigenous Peoples refers to
particular nations or groups, whereas Indigenous people refers to individuals.

Marginalised Communities: is an umbrella term for people systemically made
insignificant or invisible through different tactics of oppression and exclusion including but
not limited to gender, race, class, caste, ability, sexuality and religion. The many forms of
marginalisation are a result of various colonial situations. Thus, one form should not

be prioritised over another, but in each context, it is vital for the ‘'marginalisation’ to be
recognised for the injustices to be addressed. For example, specifying and naming tribal
communities, communities of origin, gender-based marginalisation etc. Many times,
marginalisations are interrelated and injustice compounded, e.g. exclusion for being
Indigenous, or for being a woman, or both. Museums must appropriately address social-
group related injustices, their systemic lack of opportunities and lack of recognition because
of colonialism. It is preferable to be specific about which type of marginalisation is being
addressed to avoid confusion.
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Partnership: long-term commitment; equal risk and equal benefit. Partnership is based on
equity and thus partners are not just funders.

Provenance Research: refers to learning about the origin or the source of an artefact,
cultural belonging, natural, animal or human remains. Provenance research is a way of
tracing and establishing the complete contextual history, its maker, user and community

of origin, the sequence of owners, when and how it was obtained and how it entered the
museum. Special attention is paid to possible cases of looting, illicit trafficking or extraction
in colonial contexts. It is not only a historiographical exercise, but a key tool for reconciliation
and the transformation of museums into spaces of justice and memory. By determining
authenticity and rightful ownership, provenance research — when acquiring an artefact or in
existing collections — provides transparency and enables appropriate care and interpretation
or rematriation/repatriation/restitution.

Racism: one of the most tenacious legacies of colonialism, an act of dominance based
on the worldview that people can be separated into hierarchical, ‘biological’ groups or race,
based on their phenotypic and visual characteristics, with white (Europeans) being at the
top and all others being inferior. This ideology evolved and continues to legitimise social
inequalities and injustices. While the concept of ‘race’ has been discredited globally, racism
continues to be structurally and systemically embedded in our social norms, institutions,
and all political, cultural and economic domains. It is equally important for museums to
acknowledge racism within their language, collections, archives, exhibitions, programmes
and the workplace.

Reconciliation: an umbrella term for the process of restoring relationships between
former colonial powers and colonised peoples. It involves recognising, acknowledging and
addressing historical injustices and cultural erasure from colonialism. Reconciliation involves
acknowledging theft, looting and other forms of dispossession that made the extraction and
appropriation of cultural material possible. As a goal of decolonisation, reconciliation is the
continuous act of committing to justice, fostering meaningful relationships with communities
and championing their agency of telling their own story. Reconciliation can be mediated
through various forms, depending on the community and its history. It is a deep process

that needs to be tended with care, respect and mindfulness. Some forms of reconciliation in
museums are:

® Rematriation/Repatriation: refers to the return of cultural belongings and ancestral
remains that were taken illegally or unethically to their countries or communities of
origin. 'Rematriation’ is increasingly being used as an alternative to repatriation to
acknowledge that many Indigenous communities are matrilineal societies, and to
recognise that colonialism is essentially patriarchal.

® Reparation: compensation for cultural objects which cannot be returned, such as
human life, and for the violation of rights, stolen culture, heritage, identity and self-
determination. Reparation focuses on acknowledging and redressing the historical,
systemic damage done by colonial institutions (including some museums) and can be
legally mandated depending on the context. Reparations may be monetary but may also
be symbolic acts like an institutional apology.



e Restitution: refers to a process by which a cultural object which was taken illegally or
unethically is returned to its rightful owner (an individual, community or country) and, in
parts of the world, may have legal conditions and consequences and/or involve financial
compensation, as does reparation. Terms of the restitution are generally negotiated. The
restitution of ancestral remains and cultural belongings to communities of origin must
follow the knowledge, ways, wishes and beliefs of the community.

e Return: refers to a process by which an illegally or unethically exported cultural object
is returned to its community or country of origin. It can be material (the return of the
object), but also epistemic (the return of knowledge and authority) or even spiritual or
symbolic. It will depend on the form of reconciliation or agreements that are proposed,
both by institutions and museums and by the communities of origin themselves.

Etymologically, the terms restitution, rematriation/repatriation and return all relate to the
act of bringing something back. Some countries use them interchangeably, but there are
distinctions between them. These terms will also be defined in the revised Code of Ethics.

Rehumanisation: refers to the critical and restorative process through which the full
humanity, dignity and complexity of peoples, cultures and individuals who have been
dehumanised by colonial discourses are restored. In these discourses, non-Western cultures
are classified as ‘primitive’ or ‘inferior’, placing them in evolutionary hierarchies and exhibiting
them as ‘exotic curiosities’, out of context and without agency. These practices of

exhibition, conservation and heritage preservation deny full humanity of peoples and cultures
understood as ‘others’ from a Eurocentric perspective. Rehumanisation can also refer to
restoring humanity and dignity to ancestral remains deposited in museums, calling for their
repatriation/rematriation and possible reburial.

Representation: practice of museums ‘representing’ another culture should be avoided,
whether speaking or acting on behalf of individuals or communities, or describing or
portraying people in a way which might be offensive or inaccurate. Instead, museums should
provide a platform for communities to be responsible for what they choose to share of
themselves and how.

Rights Holders: are individuals, groups or communities with legitimate, historical, legal
or moral rights over an asset, territory, cultural practice, knowledge or heritage. Unlike
stakeholders, who may include external actors with diverse interests (institutions,
researchers, governments), rights holders have a non-negotiable relationship with the asset
in question. Indigenous people have rights to their cultural belongings and ancestral remains,
to practicing cultural traditions and self-determination as outlined in UNDRIP. Indigenous
people are not stakeholders, they are rights holders.

Safe Spaces/Brave Spaces: are designed to protect vulnerable individuals or groups
— based on race, gender, class, sexuality, cultural identity or colonial experience — from
violent, invalidating or discriminatory discourse and dynamics. They question the supposed
‘neutrality’ or ‘universality’ of museum or academic spaces by recognising the historical
wounds and legacies of colonialism. In particular, these are spaces of care that seek to
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prevent re-traumatisation, epistemic oppression or institutional racism, and create places of
calm and patience. They allow marginalised people to inhabit the spaces with dignity, without
having to justify themselves or educate others.

Some point out that these spaces tend to avoid conflict and, in doing so, limit transformation.
The notion of brave space recognises that confrontation is necessary for change. Brave
spaces prioritise the courage to speak and engage in dialogue, to inhabit tensions without
violence and without evading the effects of power dynamics. They recognise asymmetrical
positions from an ethic of care and responsibility. It is about protecting from harm in order

to confront inequalities. Decolonisation seeks to create spaces where excluded voices,
memories and collectives feel safe to be brave.

Shared Authority: when the museum redistributes or gives up power and shares
decision-making (for example through co-curation often with non-professionals, e.g.
the general public, elders and other community members), inviting them to share their
knowledge and experiences directly with the public.

Systemic Racism: refers to the way in which racism is structurally embedded in
institutions, practices and social norms, in such a way that it reproduces racial inequalities
regardless of individual intentions. Like any other public institution, museums have historically
been key players in the construction and perpetuation of systemic racism. Addressing
systemic racism in museums involves not only changing exhibitions, but transforming power
structures, epistemologies and relationships with communities affected by coloniality.

Tokenism: refers to superficial practices of inclusion that appear to promote diversity,
equity or decolonisation, without actually transforming the power structures, discourses

or institutional logics that sustain systemic racism. It works by occasionally incorporating
racialised people or marginalised communities solely to ‘fulfil’ a diversity quota, without
granting them real decision-making power or authority in the process. These people

are expected to represent their entire community, without questioning who produces
knowledge, who decides on museum collections or who benefits from these collaborations.
These practices continue to be controlled by White, colonial or Eurocentric logics. Tokenism
reinforces exclusion, as it reproduces existing hierarchies and delegitimises struggles by
instrumentalising causes and disconnecting them from their transformative potential.
Tokenism causes fatigue in communities, which are often invited to collaborate without
resources or real recognition, and then excluded from the decision-making process.
Museums must avoid tokenism and move to shared authority.



Traditional”/Ancestral/Indigenous Knowledge Systems: refer to the
accumulated knowledge, skills and practices of Indigenous and local communities, passed
down through generations. It often forms part of a community’s cultural or spiritual identity
and is deeply connected to their environment and way of life. These words will be defined in
the revised Code of Ethics.

Truth-telling: ethical and political practice that challenges the silence imposed in
museums by colonialism, restores the dignity of the silenced memories of oppressed groups
and opens up the possibility of reimagining the museum as a space for justice and historical
plurality. Truth-telling requires listening and co-constructing narratives with affected
communities, not as objects of study, but as subjects claiming their right to tell their story
on their own terms. It is a practice that seeks to profoundly transform the ways in which
knowledge is produced and legitimised in museums.
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This Wheel of Power aims to visualise the nature of power and privilege afforded by
colonialism, and its lasting effects on how the world and influence are shaped.

It is adapted from Sylvia Duckworth’s Wheel of Power and contextual examples such as the
Indian Wheel of Power and Powerlessness by the Listening Collective. The Wheel of Power
serves as a tool for self-reflection, inviting individuals to map themselves in order to recognise
the power and privilege within their own positionality. The closer one is to the centre, the
greater the concentration of power, the further away, the more a person or community is
marginalised, oppressed, and rendered invisible through inherited and ongoing systemic
oppression.

The divisions within the wheel are intentionally unequal, reflecting how different axes of
power and marginalisation do not impact everyone equally. Some forms of privilege or
oppression are more pervasive or have broader consequences than others, and this is visually
represented by the varying size and weight of each segment. While most of the time power is
concentrated within a drastically small region as compared to the Global population majority,
this uneven segmentation is a deliberate choice, encouraging viewers to consider the
disproportionate influence certain factors hold within colonial and post-colonial systems.

While many frameworks attempt to outline degrees, variations, and the spectrum of
experience, this visualisation also aims to reflect on and critique the binary spectrums
inherited from colonialism—such as those relating to neurodiversity, ability and body size. The
intention is to move beyond rigid binaries and acknowledge the complexity and spectrum of
lived realities.

Certain terms within the segments are chosen to encompass broader ways of being. For
instance, ‘Cultural Beliefs and Knowledge Systems’ includes ‘Religion’ because religion has
become a lasting institution of separation, whereas many cultures—especially Indigenous
ones—do not separate knowledge from faith. Similarly, 'Systems of Learning’is meant to
include formal education systems, which were designed to produce "human resources” for
a capitalist world—another legacy of coloniality. In many Indigenous traditions, learning is
prioritised over teaching, in contrast to the formal school system.

To emphasise the intersectional and relational nature of power, the major contexts within this
visualisation are: PERSON (body level) « SOCIETY (community level) « LAND (documentation/
physical level) « INSTITUTION (structural/system level).

This wheel invites you to reflect on your own position within these overlapping systems,
and to notice how inherited structures of colonialism continue to shape power, privilege
and marginalisation today. Lastly, another deliberate choice is to acknowledge the vertical
hierarchy with the wheel, hence this tool transforms into a cone- the dimensional spatiality
further emphasising the pressing weight on each layer and position.
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APPENDIX 1

APPENDIX 1

ARTICLE 1. CONTEXT

In its Strategic Plan 2022-2028, ICOM recognised the role that museums have played in
colonisation and outlined the objective of leading a global forum to explore the key issues
and identify best practice on decolonisation and museums. The Strategic Plan further cites the
following objectives:

* |COM proactively addresses decolonisation, cultural rights and democracy, and the role
that museums have played in colonisation;

* ICOM supports museums to engage with communities and highlights good practices in
the field.

ICOM national and international committees have been engaged in activities around
decolonisation in the museum field, some of them for decades. Topics include principles for
the repatriation and restitution of cultural property, new governance models, reconciliation,
reparations, Indigenisation, practices and processes of engagement with Indigenous peoples,
minority and marginalised communities, mechanisms to empower local communities to lead
museum activities, among others. In 2019, a global survey of ICOM members showed strong
interest in advancing knowledge of the historical, ethical and methodological questions
associated with decolonisation.

ARTICLE 2. MISSION

The purpose of the working group is to advise on how ICOM, as the global voice of museum
professionals and as an international NGO, can address key topics around decolonisation,
and ensure exemplary institutional practice, seeking equity and social inclusion. To do so, the
group will:

* Develop language and methodologies for an institutional approach for ICOM, addressing
the role of museums in colonial histories and identifying the practices and forms in which
colonialism is expressed in museums;

* Draft a framework institutional strategy and action plan on decolonisation, taking
into account a diversity of approaches, including reconciliation, equity and inclusion,
Indigenisation, as well as the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples and
other relevant international frameworks, including the ICOM Code of Ethics for Natural
History Museums and the ICOM Guidelines for Deaccessioning. The committee may, for
example, decide to amend or propose new guidelines in these areas;
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* Collaborate with the ICOM Standing Committee on Ethics to propose amendments
to the ICOM Code of Ethics, including by identifying lacunae in the abovementioned
frameworks.

ARTICLE 3. COMPOSITION OF THE WORKING GROUP
3.1 Appointment of members

* In accordance with Article 5.1 of the Internal Rules, the President of ICOM may, with
the approval of the Executive Board and in accordance with the nomination process
for Standing Committees and Working Groups, define the membership of the Working
Group;

* The Working Group shall be composed of at least 5 members and a maximum of
10 members (including ex officio members). The membership will be composed of
representatives of each region of the world and strive for gender balance.

3.2 Eligibility and restrictions
The members of the Working Group shall be:

* Individual members of ICOM in good standing;

* Individuals with an understanding of and demonstrated experience in the key topics
related to decolonisation.

The following restrictions apply:
* No ICOM member shall be appointed to more than two (2) ICOM Standing Committees
or Working Groups at the same time;

* No ICOM member shall be appointed as Chair of more than one (1) ICOM Standing
Committees or Working Groups at the same time;

* |ICOM Executive Board Members, the Chair of the Advisory Council and the
Spokesperson for the National Committees and International Committees shall not be
appointed as Chair of ICOM Standing Committees or Working Groups.

3.3 Ex-officio Members
In addition to the members appointed by the ICOM President, the Working Group also
includes:

* the President of ICOM;

* one (1) or two (2) Executive Board representatives.

The Director General can take part in the Committee meetings but not in voting.
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3.4 Cooperation with other ICOM Standing Committees and Working Groups
The Working Group shall work closely with the ICOM Ethics Standing Committee. The ICOM
President shall appoint:

* one (1) representative from the Ethics Committee as a member of the Working Group
to support the work.

3.5 Appointment and role of the Working Group Chairpersons

Two (2) Chairpersons of the Working Group shall be appointed by the ICOM President,
with the approval of the Executive Board. The Chairpersons shall, with the support of
the Capacity Building — Museums & Society Department, prepare, convene and chair the
meetings of the Working Group.

ARTICLE 4 — FUNCTIONING OF THE WORKING GROUP

4.1 Meeting and working methods

The Working Group shall meet either face-to-face or online as often as their duties require
or at the request of the ICOM Executive Board. The Working Group shall perform most of its
work online.

4.2 Agenda and convening of meetings
The Chairpersons of the Working Group shall set the agenda, in consultation with Capacity
Building — Museum & Society, and convene meetings by a reasonable deadline.

ARTICLE 5 — REPORTING

The Chairpersons of the Working Group shall submit regular reports (or upon request) on
the progress of the work, to the President of ICOM and the Executive Board, in accordance
with Article 5.1. of the ICOM Internal Rules.

ARTICLE 6 — COMPENSATION OF WORKING GROUP MEMBERS
ICOM does not compensate Working Group Members or reimburse expenses incurred such
as travel, hotel and other costs.

ARTICLE 7 — TERM OF MANDATE OF THE WORKING GROUP

The Working Group will begin its mission in June 2023 and run until the completion of
its tasks, up to a maximum of three years, unless the Executive Board of ICOM expressly
decides to dissolve it.
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Please select your language / Veuillez sélectionner votre langue / Por favor, seleccione su
idioma*

English

Francais

Espariol

Introduction

The ICOM Working Group on Decolonisation thanks you for taking 20 minutes of your time
to complete this important and timely survey. We want to learn what has already been done
on decolonisation within the ICOM network. Decolonising museums includes transforming
museum practice in governance and management, human resources, facilities, collections
management, conservation, research, exhibitions and programmes, language, among

other interpretations. This survey will enable us to develop a better understanding of what
‘decolonisation of museums’ means in different parts of the world. It will also contribute
towards developing a Strategy and Action Plan with recommendations on how museums
can be inclusive institutions, and on how ICOM itself can be decolonised as an organisation.

Deadline for survey submission: 31st Oct 2024

1. What does ‘decolonisation’ mean to your Committee/Alliance/as an ICOM Affiliated
Organisation?*

(Free text box)

2. Has your committee undertaken any steps to decolonise, or any projects related to
decolonisation? *

Yes | No
If yes, please outline:*

(Free text box)
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3. What strategies should ICOM employ to decolonise itself as an international
organisation? Check all that apply.*

ICOM should ensure equal opportunity for all members to participate in its
governing bodies such as the Executive Board, Committees, Task Forces, and
Working Groups, e.g. by providing travel grants.

ICOM should ensure that membership on all ICOM Committees, Working
Groups, and Task Forces is fully inclusive.

ICOM should ensure that the published sources of knowledge (talks/articles,
etc.) represent the global south, underrepresented groups, indigenous people,
and diaspora communities .

ICOM should regularly evaluate itself (internally and externally) as an inclusive
organisation.

Other

4. Decolonisation means very different things in different parts of the world. What
actions should ICOM take to demonstrate global leadership on the decolonisation of
museums? Please rate from 1-10 for each option.

Continue to support the place of museums as safe spaces for difficult
conversations*

Establish a series of open forums to discuss museums, decolonisation, and
approaches to dismantling the legacy of colonialism

Lead a global conversation on the concept and practice of decolonisation in
museums inviting diverse voices, positions and practices.*

Develop a self-assessment and toolkit on decolonisation for museums*
Develop guidelines on repatriation, restitution and reconciliation *
Develop a funding programme to support repatriation efforts*

Develop a funding programme to support the development of projects in which
specific community groups are invited to collaborate*

Recognise that both colonial and post-colonial migrations have resulted in
large diaspora communities, the members of which are also invested in this
debate*

Organise a session that can be in the form of keynote speech, memorial
lecture, workshop, or forum, on decolonisation in each ICOM triennial General
Assembly *

Other | If other, please specify:

NA
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. Please identify and provide a link to any specific resources/case studies the Working

Group should review as models of decolonial strategy

(Free text box)

. This survey was completed by (please name your National Committee here)*

(Free text box)

. Did we miss any important questions? Please let us know if there are any topics or

questions you feel we should address and add any other comments you have.

. Could the Working Group on Decolonisation reach out to you in the future for a further

dialogue on your responses, if needed?*

Yes | No
If yes, please provide a/some specific contact/s? *

. Are there any more experts concerning your field and decolonisation, you can

recommend? Please provide their names and affiliations, if possible.

(Free text box)
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B. For National Committees

Please select your language / Veuillez sélectionner votre langue / Por favor, seleccione su
idioma*

English

Francais

Espaniol

Introduction

The ICOM Working Group on Decolonisation thanks you for taking 20 minutes of your time
to complete this important and timely survey. We want to learn what has already been done
on decolonisation within the ICOM network. Decolonising museums includes transforming
museum practice in governance and management, human resources, facilities, collections
management, conservation, research, exhibitions and programmes, language, among

other interpretations. This survey will enable us to develop a better understanding of what
‘decolonisation of museums’ means in different parts of the world. It will also contribute
towards developing a Strategy and Action Plan with recommendations on how museums
can be inclusive institutions, and on how ICOM itself can be decolonised as an organisation.

Deadline for survey submission: 31st Oct 2024

1. |Is decolonisation in your country a concern in the museum field
Yes | No

If yes, which aspects of decolonisation? (tick a box)

« Giving objects and/or human remains back [repatriation, restitution,
rematriation]

« Restoring individual's or communities’ rights and reputation [rehabilitation,
rehumanisation]

« Repaying for historical wrongs (financial, other) [reparation]
« anti-racism, diversity, etc.?
« other?

If no, can you say why?

(Free text box)
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2. What has been done in your country to decolonise the museum sector (laws, policy
papers, state-level working groups, funds, etc.)?

(Free text box)

a. How are you as NC involved in these activities?

Instigating role

« Decision-making role

« Consulting role

« Participant without active role
« No involvement

o Other

b. Are there any other NC activities around decolonisation you want to highlight that is
of interest to the ICOM community?

(Free text box)

3. What would you want from ICOM to support you as an NC in these activities?

4. What strategies should ICOM employ to decolonise itself as an international
organisation? Check all that apply.*

« |COM should ensure equal opportunity for all members to participate in its
governing bodies such as the Executive Board, Committees, Task Forces, and
Working Groups, e.g. by providing travel grants.

« |COM should ensure that membership on all ICOM Committees, Working
Groups, and Task Forces is fully inclusive.

« ICOM should ensure that the published sources of knowledge (talks/articles,
etc.) represent the global south, underrepresented groups, indigenous people,
and diaspora communities .

« |COM should regularly evaluate itself (internally and externally) as an inclusive
organisation.

o Other

5. Decolonisation means very different things in different parts of the world. What
actions should ICOM take to demonstrate global leadership on the decolonisation of
museums? Please rate from 1-10 for each option.

« Continue to support the place of museums as safe spaces for difficult
conversations*
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« Establish a series of open forums to discuss museums, decolonisation, and
approaches to dismantling the legacy of colonialism

« Lead a global conversation on the concept and practice of decolonisation in
museums inviting diverse voices, positions and practices.*

+ Develop a self-assessment and toolkit on decolonisation for museums*
« Develop guidelines on repatriation, restitution and reconciliation *
« Develop a funding programme to support repatriation efforts*

« Develop a funding programme to support the development of projects in which
specific community groups are invited to collaborate*

« Recognise that both colonial and post-colonial migrations have resulted in
large diaspora communities, the members of which are also invested in this
debate*

« Organise a session that can be in the form of keynote speech, memorial
lecture, workshop, or forum, on decolonisation in each ICOM triennial General
Assembly *

« Other | If other, please specify:
« NA

. Please identify and provide a link to any specific resources/case studies the Working
Group should review as models of decolonial strategy

(Free text box)

. This survey was completed by (please name your National Committee here)*

(Free text box)

. Did we miss any important questions? Please let us know if there are any topics or
questions you feel we should address and add any other comments you have.

. Could the Working Group on Decolonisation reach out to you in the future for a further
dialogue on your responses, if needed?*

Yes | No

If yes, please provide a/some specific contact/s? *

10.Are there any more experts concerning your field and decolonisation, you can

recommend? Please provide their names and affiliations, if possible.

(Free text box)
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Introduction

Decolonisation is at the heart of contemporary challenges for museums and for ICOM,

a subject that has been emphasised for a number of years and which forms part of the
reflections on the new definition of the museum adopted in 2022 at the General Conference
in Prague. In this context, a mandate was given to the Working Group on Decolonisation
(WDG) in July 2023,to advise ICOM on decolonisation, including how ICOM could decolonise
itself as an organisation, and to produce a final report in June 2025.

As part of the work to be carried out by the WGD, two surveys were conducted with the
various ICOM committees. The aim was to get an impression of the different perceptions
on decolonisation, existing initiatives and their limitations within the ICOM network, and to
support ICOM's strategies on this subject.

In this context, the WG designed and implemented several tools:

* Two separate questionnaires were submitted, first to International Committees,
Regional Alliances and Affiliated Organisations (Survey 1 — Survey from May —
September 2024), and a second survey to the National Committees (Survey 2 —
October - November 2024);

* These questionnaires were supplemented by four meetings (from August to November
2024), the minutes of which complete these initial results. The aim was to encourage
the participation of the various ICOM committees, to inform them of the WGD's
objectives and to question their approaches to decolonisation as well as their needs,
which could offer insights and understandings complementary to the results collected
by the questionnaires;

* Some informal inputs were gathered during a session with the Chairs of National
Committees, International Committees, Regional Alliances, and Affiliated Organisation
during ICOM Annual Meetings in Marseille in June 2024. These were not included in
this report.

The results’ are presented here in a cross-cutting manner. The structure of the report is
based on the questionnaires. Data from the meetings is used to highlight certain points raised
in the questionnaires : they are presented here in the form of ‘focus’.

1 The questionnaires were submitted in ICOM'’s three official languages (English, French and Spanish) and
were translated into English in order to have a single language (respecting as closely as possible the notions
and concepts raised in the responses) and to facilitate the analysis.
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MAIN GOALS OF THE SURVEYS

These different data - gathering moments all serve the same purpose. The main objectives of
the questionnaires developed by the WDG were:

* To develop a better understanding of what ‘decolonisation of museums’ means in
different parts of the world;

* To learn what has been done on decolonisation within the ICOM network;

* To contribute towards developing a Strategy and an Action Plan with recommendations
on how museums can be inclusive institutions and on how ICOM itself can be
decolonised as an organisation.

SURVEY DESCRIPTION

The surveys aimed at understanding:
* The meanings of decolonisation in the context of the organisation (Survey 1) and
according to geographical context;

* National initiatives and achievements in the field of decolonisation (Survey 2 only); an
overview of the current state of decolonisation within ICOM committees (Survey 1 and
2);

* Expectations regarding ICOM's role in supporting national committees (Survey 2 only);

* Strategies for ICOM to decolonise itself (Survey 1 and 2).

The response methods combined closed and open-ended questions, multiple-choice
questions and ranking scales. From a methodological point of view, the open-ended
questions involved an effort to create value classes (not initially defined by the WGD), taking
into account all the data collected. This report highlights not only the possible
quantification of the data — which has limited value due to the low response rate — and the
comprehensive approach to it.

ANSWERS

The WGD received 18 submissions for Survey 1 and 33 responses for Survey 2. A significant
amount of cleaning and reorganisation work was necessary to confirm the validity of the
questionnaires submitted. Indeed, the raw data showed:

* Duplicate questionnaires which needed to be removed;
* Questionnaires submitted by several members of the same committee;

* Errors in the choice of questionnaire which resulted in data losses.

There are also a few special cases in Survey 2 (National Committees):
* The answers submitted for Mongolia are from the Chinggis Khaan National Museum;
* A questionnaire was completed for Eswatini, which does not yet have a National
Committee.

The WGD decided to validate these questionnaires and include them in the sample analysed.
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REPRESENTATIVENESS OF DATA

List of respondents

National Committees (22) [18.3% of ICOM's National Committees]

ICOM Barbados; ICOM Belgium Wallonie-Bruxelles; ICOM Canada; ICOM Chile; ICOM
Egypt; ICOM Finland; ICOM France; ICOM Germany; ICOM Ghana; ICOM Iceland; ICOM
Japan; ICOM Korea; ICOM Kyrgyzstan; ICOM Mali; ICOM Mongolia (Chinggis Khaan
National Museum); ICOM New Zealand; ICOM Nigeria; ICOM Peru; ICOM Portugal; ICOM
South Africa; ICOM Spain; ICOM UAE

Eswatini National Museum

International Committees (13) [38.3% of ICOM's International Committees]
CAMOC; ICOMON; ICEthics; ICME; ICMS; ICOFOM:; ICOM CIDOC; ICOM MPR; ICOMAM:
I[CTOP; INTERCOM; ICMEMOHRI; UMAC

Regional Alliances (3) [42.9% of ICOM’s Regional Alliances]
ICOM Afrique; ICOM Europe; ICOM Nord

Affiliated Organisation (3) [9.1% of ICOM'’s Affiliated Organisations]
Commonwealth Association of Museums; International Coalition of Sites of Conscience;
Museums Association of the Caribbean

Survey 1:

(International Committees, Regional Alliances, Affiliated Organisations)
The sample analysed comprises 19 respondents: 13 International Committees, three
Regional Alliances and three Affiliated Organisations.

Type of Number included in % Number within %

committee the sample ’ ICOM

Interna'tlonal 13 68.4 34 54
Committees

Regional 3 15.8 7 1

Alliances

Affiliated 3 15.8 22 35
Organisations

Total 19 100 63 100
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Survey 2:
(National Committees)
It's important to know how respondents of National Committees have positioned

themselves, their experience of colonisation, and economic status, which influenced their
answers.

The responding committees (with the exception of Eswatini) were therefore classified
according to their membership in ICOM’s membership categories, by countries, which
reflect the different capacities of the national economy to contribute.

Number of ICOM National Number of ICOM

Country . . o . . o
Committees responding % committees belonging %
Category
to the survey to the category

Category 1 12 545 29 23.2
Category 2 1 4.5 24 19.2
Category 3 5 22.7 42 33.6
Category 4 4 18.2 17 13.6
Category 5 0 0 12 9.6
Total 22 100 125 100

There is an imbalance in the distribution of ICOM National Committees, with category
1 countries clearly over-represented in the sample, category 2 and 3 countries
underrepresented, and particularly category 5 countries (completely absent).

LIMITATIONS OF THE SURVEYS

Despite the desire to obtain a panoramic view of the issues linked to decolonisation in
museums and within ICOM, the two questionnaires reveal several limitations:

* A fairly small number of responses, making it impossible to compile reliable statistics;

* Problems to be resolved in the various questionnaires submitted (from 33
questionnaires for the NCs, 10 had to be deleted or moved). Similarly, question 4 of
Survey 1 proposed to the International Committees, Regional Alliances and Affiliated
Organisations (‘Decolonisation has very different meanings in different parts of the
world. What actions should ICOM take to demonstrate global leadership on museum
decolonisation?’) was not transmitted in the English-language questionnaires and
therefore could not be included in the responses analysed;

* No indication of the methodologies used by the various committees to respond
to the questionnaire. We do not know whether the responses submitted are the
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result of consultation within the committee, the board, or the point of view of certain
individuals. This questions the representativeness of the answers. Nonetheless, the
answers provided in the questionnaires, coupled with the material collected at the
various meetings, offer an indication of the issues and dynamics at work in a varied
geographical, cultural and historical context.

L Decolonising: practices, processes, positioning

The fundamental challenge of this survey was to bring to light the different understandings
of decolonisation, in order to extract a common definition “as a means of creating a scope
that would help museum professionals understand and feel unified, as is the case with the
museum definition” (Christina Linsenmeyer, CIMCIM, 26. 08. 24).

The notion of ‘decolonisation’ appears to be particularly complex and multifaceted,
encompassing a variety of realities whose responses and positions seem to correlate with
the geographical, social, economic and geopolitical situations of the entities responding. It
applies to both theory and practical case studies, questioning both its development in the
context of ICOM, and more broadly, for the museum sector.

The material collected shows a wide variety of responses to the question ‘What does
‘decolonisation’ mean to your Committee/Alliance/Affiliated Organisation?’ (Survey 1).
The reading grid (see: Appendix 2) uncovered attempts to bring all these notions together,
and to hold them together, allowing us to see the points in common, but also the axies of
distance. The various respondents not only gave a broad definition of decolonisation but
presented it through their own practices.

A. Decolonisation as a practice:
a shared concern for the museum sector and for ICOM

Decolonisation as a practice: an object-centred or actor-centred
approach?

This distribution of answers reflects the complexity of understanding decolonisation from
the angle of practice. This can be applied to the museum sector as well as within ICOM as
an organisation.

MUSEUM PRACTICES

Within museums, these practices can intersect with governance issues by “reviewing
organisational practices, communication methods, etc. for opportunities to decolonise”
(CAMOQ), “shifting decision-maker power within museums” (ICSC) and “promoting
equitable cultural representation among staff” (ICSC).

The distribution of interests testifies in particular to the importance attached to ‘collections’
(CIDOC) and “artifacts taken during colonial times” (ICEthics) (and thus to an object-centred
approach) in decolonisation practices, to the point of representing a “security threat to the
museum” (ICMS).
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These practices are not entirely merged with restitution issues (see below), but take many
forms around collections management, documentation, exhibition and interpretation, i.e.
"document(ing], preservling] and sharling] stories of the past” (ICSC).

For CIDOC, for example, decolonisation is expressed through “proper documentation of
collections, in what we refer to as ‘inclusive documentation’, where multiple perspectives
can be documented to explain the collections”.

These practices are gradually becoming more important, not just in terms of collections, but
also in terms of ways of engaging communities in the work of museums and valorising an
actor-centred approach like “on Indigenous curatorship” (CAM), i.e. in “promoting inclusion
of Indigenous and diaspora community experiences in programming collaboration”
(CAMOC), and thus in ways of engaging communities in museum work.

ICOM PRACTICES

Respondents also include in their understanding of decolonisation practices linked to
ICOM, and more specifically to its governance, within each committee as well as in its
general functioning. This is notably the case for ICOM MPR, which links to decolonisation
the question of recruitment and involvement (“recognition of expertise and leadership”,
“encouragement to volunteer and/run for elected office on boards of ICOM"), partnership
and networking as well as funding (“travel grant to have opportunities to travel and to
participate fully in workshops and conferences”). These issues of representativeness

are taken on board by certain organisations such as CAM, which “have a board that is
representative of indigenous persons, always making sure there is representation of the
global South”. In particular, it overlaps with the issue of membership, highlighted by MAC
(see Part ).

Apart from ICTOP, which expresses the desire to “Jextend [their] training program for
museum professionals”, there are no other practices mentioned outside the framework of
ICOM governance.

A shared (and multi-faceted) concern

Focusing on decolonisation practices, to the question Is decolonisation in your country a
concern in the museum sector? (Survey 2 only), the majority of National Committees (22
out of 23 respondents) indicate that decolonisation is a concern for the museum sector.
Only ICOM UAE indicates the opposite, due to the country’s history, which is far removed
from colonisation issues: “We do not have a history of colonisation but would like to
reinterpret museum spaces to fit our national narrative”.

However, not all aspects of colonisation are considered in the same way, and some topics
are more integrated than others.

The main concern is (21 respondents) the restitution of objects and human remains.
Conversely, compensation for historical wrongs (financial) is not unanimously considered
as a current concern for the museum sector by the committees that responded (ICOM
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Egypt, ICOM Germany, ICOM Ghana, ICOM Kyrgyzstan, ICOM Iceland, ICOM New Zealand,
ICOM Nigeria, ICOM South Africa).

The distribution of responses does not correspond to a division between colonising

and colonised countries but seems to integrate a component linked to acculturation to
decolonial issues in museumes, political support, a prioritisation of actions within national
and international contexts.

Is decolonisation in your country a concern in the museum sector? If yes, which aspects of decolonisation?

Returning objects and/or 21
UMan remains

Anti-racism, diversity, 18
inclusiveness, efc.

Restoring individuals' or
communities’ rights and 18
reputation

Repaying for historical
Wrongs (?Ilqlarltl'iil, other) 12

0 5 10 15 20 25
Aspects Yes % No % NA %
Returning objects and/or human remains 21 954 0 0 1 4.5
Anti-racism, diversity, inclusiveness, etc. 18 81.8 3 13.6 1 4.5

Restoring individuals’ or communities’ rights and

. 16 72.7 5 22.7 1 4.5
reputation

Repaying for historical wrongs (financial, other) 12 54 9 40.9 1 4.5

There are also two complementary proposals. One is focusing on historical narration (ICOM
Belgium Wallonie-Bruxelles) and could be linked to the restoration of rights and reputation.
The other is guided by openness on diversity and inclusion and concerns the integration

of communities (Indigenous people) in all aspects of museography and governance like

the "Co-development of exhibitions and programmes, reframing naming, cataloguing and
description conventions with an Indigenous lens; nhamed Indigenous roles in organisations;
co-leadership” (ICOM New Zealand).
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B. A multi-dimensional process

In a number of responses (Survey 1, ‘What does ‘decolonisation’ mean to your Committee/
Alliance/as an ICOM Affiliated Organisation?’), decolonisation appears on another layer

to be a process involving continuous and ongoing efforts. It is a “practice and effort

that sits within a continuum” (ICOM Europe) and is “much more about the processes

than the end result” (ICOM Europe). For ICOFOM, citing the work of Bruno Brulon

Soares, this process “depends on a threefold and interrelated process that encompasses
deconstructing, reconstructing, and redistributing, necessarily in that order” (ICOFOM).

This process therefore could have major transformative potential: by “laiming] to dismantle
the entrenched inequalities and systemic prejudices that have historically shaped these
institutions worldwide [...] it calls on museums to profoundly transform their practices,
frames of reference and interpretive approaches so as to focus on the experiences

and voices of those who have historically been excluded” (ICSC). For ICOM Africa:
“decolonisation means working to transform museums not into extroverted institutions, but
into platforms that promote endogeneity and celebrate the diversity of cultural expression
across the world. "

This process — which can take place in different scales — is multidimensional. We have
identified several dimensions in the respondents’ answers that are linked to the very issues
at stake in decolonisation.

PLURALITY AND DIVERSITY

Whatever the actions undertaken to decolonise, the responses recall the centrality of

the notions of ‘diversity’ and plurality’ (9 answers), linked to the possibility of addressing
the issues of representativeness. This diversity applies equally to approaches, to ‘multiple
perspectives’ (CIDOC), to knowledge systems (ICOM Europe), to the commitment of

ICOM members (‘Recruiting and engaging members from regions and groups that have
experienced colonization and its modern-day versions and impacts 3 — ICOM MPR) and
committee governance (“Board representative of [lIndigenous [Pleoples” — CAM) and
communities (“bilateral relationship between museums and communities” — ICMS; "Amplify
the voices of marginalised groups” — ICSC).

This dimension is particularly linked to the issue of recognition and awareness, both for
countries with a colonial history, whether of colonial powers or colonised countries.

RECOGNITION AND AWARENESS

This positioning aims to develop “awareness of colonial habits” (CAMOC) (8 answers),
particularly in practices and representations, to recognise "how wealth, resources and
collections were shaped by former colonies” (ICSC), and more broadly to recognise forms
of oppression and domination (ICOFOM).

Respondents encourage ‘open debates’ (ICOMAM) and the adoption of an ‘empathic

2 « La décolonisation est d'ceuvrer a faire des musées non pas des institutions extraverties mais des plates-
formes qui promeuvent 'endogénéité et célebrent la diversité des expressions culturelles a travers le monde.
»
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attitude [sic]’ ICOMAM). This recognition involves communities, both in the governance
bodies of ICOM and its committees, and in their representation as internal players, but

also external (partnerships and collaboration), by “[recognising] experts and leaders among
them” (ICOM MPR) and by depending “on their collaboration with the institutions that
narrate the colonial past” (ICOM Europe). But also within museum institutions (“represented
in the museum space” — UMAC). Undoing the logic of domination and oppression, this
process is “turning human beings once again into craftsmen and craftswomen of their own
past, present and future, without pre-existing models or paradigms” (ICOFOM).

Overall, these two structuring dimensions are complemented by two corollary dimensions.

JUSTICE AND TRUTH

The process aims to achieve justice (6 responses), as “a positive response to the violation of
human rights - see Article 18, 22, 27, and 28 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights
(ICMEMOHRI), with a reparative purpose (ICOM MPR, ICOM Africa, ICSC). This dimension is
particularly linked to a search for ‘the truth’, by “challenging the false narratives that exclude
[the] experiences” of marginalised groups (ICSC), by “confronting the wrongs of the past and
present” (ICSC), by adopting a “truth-seeking and truth-telling” approach.

EQUITY AND EQUALITY

Similarly, it reveals a dimension rooted in the search for equity and equality (2 responses),
in particular through “equitable cultural representation”, an “equitable relationship between
museums worldwide” and “access to equitable funding” (MAC).

€. Decolonisation as multiple positioning: decentring the West

The understandings of decolonisation raised by the various respondents (questionnaire
and minutes included) show that, over and above ‘actions’, decolonising means adopting
a position, changing posture and paradigm, which supposes rebalancing power dynamics
between the West and other parts of the world.

In particular, this transformation aims to rethink — rather than erase — the role and place

of Europe, in order to rebalance representations based on historical domination (“not
dominated by a singular Western enlightenment knowledge system” (UMAC)). Several
international committees point out that the aim is to position ourselves “beyond Western,
Eurocentric traditional strongholds” (CAMOC), in order “to put an end to all forms of
domination historically embodied by colonisation” (ICOM Africa). As the ICSC points out,
this involves “questioning and dismantling the dominance of Western knowledge systemes,
practices, and narratives that have long marginalised other cultural perspectives and people
within museums and all their functions”.

It is precisely this diversity of positions that makes some committees reluctant to define and
use the term ‘decolonisation’. The very term ‘decolonisation’” does not meet with unanimous
approval among the respondents, due to its European roots and its all-encompassing
dimension. For MAC, “discussions on the decolonial are inherently European”. For CAM, it
means ‘moving the leadership of the discussion of decolonisation and indigenisation away
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from of ex-colonial powers, and towards First Nations”. Moreover, a number of alternative
terms have been proposed, such as ‘anti-colonial’ (MAC) or 'post-colonial.

As ICOFOM in particular points out, “decolonisation means different things to different
people, and it would be colonial to assume a single definition for such a complex notion
[...]. There is no universal remedy for the suffering produced by colonial expansion and its
legacy in museums, and no universal definition will work for all of us. Theories have been
produced in the past to explain the concept to museums and museum professionals, but
‘decolonisation’ is ultimately a matter of politically invested practices, and can only be
addressed on a case-by-case basis.”

FOCUS
Decolonisation cannot be a one-size-fits-all process

This observation was also made in the Survey Meeting discussions. For Sacha
Priewe (ICOM Canada, 18.11.24): “While there’s some commonalities to the
colonial experience across the board, there are very regional, very local
variants of it and how they impacted museum practice. So | would suggest
trying to avoid creating a path where it's too standardised across the board
because it needs to be locally, regionally, nationally responsive to different
colonial regimes that have fostered a certain output through the lens of

the museum. Because in Canada we’'ll always have a foregrounded settler
colonial conversation. Foreground decolonisation around the rights of
Indigenous peoples would be central to the North American discussion, but
it might not pertain the same way to everyone else.”

Ossama Meguid (ICOM Egypt, 19.11.24) also points out that this positioning

is dependent on the history of the country and highlighted the differentiation
between “Decolonisation from the perspective of the country of origin of
which the artefact has already been exhibited in different countries, and its
legal considerations. On the other side, it involves repatriating the collections
to the country of origin. This is one aspect of the term ‘decolonisation’. In
order for museums to decolonise their collections, it involves repatriating
the collections to their country of origin. [...] It was found that the term
decolonisation was a Eurocentric attempt for colonists to clean their hands
from the worst colonisation practices. Taking this into consideration, we wish
to have a decolonisation term that can be understood by all, by all people
who are from different regions. What's the philosophy of decolonisation
nowadays? To avoid such conflict between our understanding and a broader
understanding of the term of decolonisation”.
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1L Decolonisation: national initiatives

The second part of this report aims to take stock of the initiatives undertaken in the various
countries involved in the survey in favour of the decolonisation of the museum sector

and to identify areas of action for ICOM'’s National Committees (Survey 2 only) Here

again, the responses are dense and complex, so the initiatives and the commitment of the
countries declared by the respondents are variable. These variations are a reminder that
decolonisation is not a ‘universal remedy’ and must be tackled on a case-by-case basis.

A. A system of actions integrated differently at national level

The question To your knowledge, what has been done in your country to decolonise the
museum sector (laws, policy papers, state-level working groups, funds, etc.) (Survey 2)
provides an insight into national achievements. These have been categorised according to
the sphere in which the initiatives are being developed (see table below). Four categories
were identified’, and used to structure the classification of actions:

* Policy
* Museum

* Academic

* Societal
POLICY MUSEUM SPHERE CIVIL SOCIETY
Museum Academia
Publication Publication
Laws/ Policy papers Discussions
Seminars Seminars
Commissions/ :
: Collection/ Research
Platforms/ Working .
Documentation program; PhD
Groups
Exhibition
| Narratives/Representation Teaching/
Funding o
_ Training
Repatriation
Networking

3 Of course, the categories have been drawn up on the basis of the responses to the questionnaire and may
not exhaustively reflect the actions undertaken at national level.
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This classification makes it possible to identify the most common types of action. Actions
developed in the museum sphere appear to be the most integrated (14 respondents say they
are aware of national initiatives in this sector) but are also accompanied by political actions
(mentioned by 11 respondents).

. Number of countries that have developed
Spheres of action . . . .
actions in the spheres identified
Museum 14
Policy 11
Academia 7
Civil Society 2

These categories can also be used to highlight disparities in the national commitment
declared by respondents

Number of spheres Number of Countries identified (according to
mobilised countries respondents)
0 3 Japan; Kyrgyzstan; Mali
1 9 Barbados; Ghana; Iceland; Nigeria; Peru;
Portugal; South Africa; Eswatini

2 4 Canada; Chile; Finland; New Zealand

3 4 Belgium Wallonie-Bruxelles; France;
Germany; Spain

4 1 Korea

NA 2 Mongolia; UAE

We note that while decolonisation is a shared concern (see Part 1), it is not systematically
followed by concrete initiatives, which may be completely absent (Japan; Kyrgyzstan; Mali).
More than a third of respondents mention actions developed in one sphere only.

Conversely, only Korea mentions political, museums, academic and civil society initiatives,
highlighting a complete decolonial apparatus described as “a multifaceted and ongoing
process that involves legal efforts, advocacy for the return of looted cultural heritage, and
a rethinking of how Korean history is presented in public institutions. While the return of
cultural artifacts, such as the Oegyujanggak Archives, has been one of the most visible
aspects of decolonisation, there is also a broader effort to address the colonial legacy in
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museum practices and historical narratives. The ongoing work in this area reflects South
Korea’'s commitment to reclaiming its cultural identity and ensuring that history is presented
in a way that acknowledges both the colonial past and the diverse voices of its people”.

However, this indicator remains limited: it does not reflect the actual number of initiatives
put in place, or their quality, in each of the areas studied. This is the case in Canada,

where the decolonisation process is backed by a policy on the rights of communities, thus
promoting solid political action: “Key initiatives, legislation, policy documents, state-level
working groups and funding programmes that are part of this broader movement: Truth
and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) Calls to Action,; Aboriginal Languages Act (2019);
Cultural Property Export and Import Act; Canadian Museums Association (CMA) Guidelines
on Museum Practices, CMA Toolkit on Museum Decolonisation and Reconciliation; Federal
Government Repatriation Fund; among other initiatives.”

While some countries have developed proposals in terms of form and content, others have
indicated their limitations, often due to a lack of political will (in Chile, “Not much has been
done in this regard, but the National Museum Policy — Politica nacional de museos — has
barely addressed these issues” ICOM Chile) or internal resistance (in Egypt, “While these
efforts mark significant progress, challenges remain (30. 000 objects restored in Egypt), as
some institutions still resist fully adopting decolonial practices, often clinging to established
norms that perpetuate colonial narratives.” ICOM Egypt). The implementation of initiatives is
not always synonymous with results (ICOM Portugal: “Formation of a working group at the
level of the Ministry of Culture, in 2022, which has never presented any results, at least not
publicly”).

In fact, initiatives concerning the decolonisation of museums constitute differentiated and
more or less solid apparatuses, which do not respond to the partition between colonising
countries/colonised countries. While it is not possible, at this stage and in view of the
formulations of responses, to envisage a typology of actions according to national contexts
(economic, social, historical, geopolitical), we can put forward the hypothesis that these
initiatives are a response to specific national needs.

Two elements appear to be structuring these initiatives.

1. Repatriation of objects and/or human remains forms the most important basis for
museum actions (Egypt, Finland, France, Germany, Iceland, South Korea, New Zealand,
Eswatini) and are therefore the most representative entry point for decolonial actions.

Iceland is a case in point: “Iceland has historically been an extremely homogenous
nation, but matters of diversity and anti-racism have become of pressing concern in
the past two decades as demographics shift and the nation becomes more and more
diverse. Having been a dependent territory of a colonial power, however, museum
collections in the country do not hold significant artefacts from colonised nations,
although there are a few examples of museum objects that have a colonial history.
These histories have not been much discussed or researched. On the other hand, as
a former dependent territory with a legal standing comparable to that of colonies,
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authorities in Iceland and Denmark reached an agreement for cultural restitution,
following longstanding petitions from the Icelandic nation, ultimately repatriating

a number of important Icelandic manuscripts in the latter half of the 20th century.

The repatriated manuscripts are permanently held at The Arnamagnaean Manuscript
Collection, but legal ownership is shared by The Arni Magnusson Institute in Reykjavik,
Iceland, and Den Arnamagnaeanske Samling in Copenhagen, Denmark. Today,
authorities are [in the preliminary discussions] to repatriate more manuscripts belonging
to the Icelandic heritage, but this remains a successful case of cultural restitution that
may serve as an example for other countries.”

FOCUS
Repatriation of human remains and artefacts

The issues surrounding repatriations, while not considered to be the sole
vehicle for a decolonial approach, run through most of the discussions
surrounding this process. It is central to some committees, such as ICEthics,
which equates decolonisation with “the return of artefacts taken during
colonial times out of their homeland (country of origin) and entering
Western collections of major museums”, or at the very least constitutes an
inescapable aspect of it, as for ICOM Europe, which sees it as “a spiritual
return of sacred knowledge that had been partially lost” and a “reconnection
with history” (ICOM Europe).

The issues of repatriation were particularly raised at the survey meetings
organised by the WGD, especially in relation to human remains, which
“cannot be considered as objects. This idea of dehumanisation dates back
to colonial projects. They are even exhibited without it being known or
indicated which countries or regions they come from. The process of
rehumanisation means that there is no reason to keep the remains” (Njabulo
Chipangura, COMCOL, 27.08.24), a view shared by Andrew Simpson

(UMAC, 27.08.24) who agreed on “the importance of truth-telling, especially
regarding human remains and rehumanising them”. For Kasile Wandile
(South Africa, 26.08.24), “The remains of ancestors are not treated with

the dignity of human beings and referred to as ‘objects’ or ‘'material’ to be
handled and stored, rather than as ancestors to be honoured. He advanced
that museums can instigate the dignified return of the ancestors as essential
to the healing processes of the living cultures whose ancestors were stolen.”

These discussions also brought to light the discussions and practices
undertaken around this issue, particularly in terms of deontology. Dorit
Wolenitz (NATHIST, 27.08.24) mentioned that “the Code of Ethics for Natural
History Museums indicates how to deal with human remains in a collection”.
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ICOM Egypt (Ossama Meguid, ICOM Egypt, 27.08.24) is working on this in its
new code of ethics in more general terms, but we would like to specify these
issues in the treatment of these collections. Carly Degbelo (Working Group
on Decolonisation, 19.11.24) discusses provenance research practices in the
context of the repatriation of the remains of the King of Benin: "When talking
about restitution of human remains, one important aspect is the honouring
of the deceased individual by repatriating their human remains back to

their home country, and in these cases provenance research should not be
required”.

2. Political action is not just about introducing legislation. On the contrary, few
committees claim to have national legislation on decolonial issues. (Specific law for
the deaccessing of federal cultural property originating in Central Africa between 1886
and 1960 in Belgium Wallonie-Bruxelles, Law on the restitution of human remains
and Draft law on the restitution of cultural goods acquired in a colonial context in
France; Cultural Heritage Protection Act in South Korea; South Africa). The dynamism
of political action is embodied by the presence of commissions, platforms and
working groups, mandated by state authorities, that sets museums on the road to
decolonisation (Belgium Wallonie-Bruxelles; Germany; Ghana; South Korea; Portugal;
New Zealand; Spain; France)

B. The Role of ICOM's National Committees: instigator, advisor
-but not decision-making actors

The question, How are you as an NC involved in these activities? (Survey 2), makes it
possible to understand the committee’s position (and how it sees itself within its territory).
Very few committees state that they have no involvement in the decolonisation process
(only three consider themselves as such: ICOM Japan, ICOM Mongolia, ICOM UAE, and it
goes with the lack of initiatives within their countries). As several choices were possible, the
breakdown of responses was as follows:

ROLE Yes % No %
Instigating role 10 435 13 56.5
Decision-making role 4 174 19 82.6
Consulting role 12 52.2 11 47.8
Participant without active role 11 478 12 52.2
No involvement 3 13 20 87
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However, the most representative role is either advisory (12 respondents declare themselves
as such) or participation without involvement (for 11 of the respondents). Although almost
half of them consider that they have an instigating role (10 respondents), this is not
correlated with a decision-making role (only declared for ICOM Barbados, ICOM Belgium
Wallonie-Bruxelles, ICOM Egypt and ICOM Chile).

This instigating role is described in particular by ICOM Iceland, which states: “seeks to
create a platform to discuss DEl matters as a key role for museums in rapidly changing
communities and the NC is also represented on various government boards, committees
and councils that decide policy on culture and heritage, generally in a consulting role”.

The consulting role results in particular from possible collaboration with decision-making
bodies, as in the case of ICOM Spain, which “collaborated with the Ministry of Culture and
the Complutense University of Madrid in the organisation of a professional seminar on the
decolonisation of museums”.

ICOM’s committees may be subject to limits on their actions. For ICOM Chile “In terms of
governance and management, we have tried to bring about change through the Museums
Advisory Council, where we have a voice and put forward proposals that are not widely
accepted by cultural institutions. In terms of human resources, indications have been given
through statements and meetings with the authorities, but the political impact has been
very weak” (Survey 2).

While ICOM and its national committees have a reference role to play and can also help
to highlight the issues guiding the museum community’s orientations and national cultural
policies. ICOM's influence, channelled through the national committees, appears to be a
possible lever for action, but this is limited depending on the national context.
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The two surveys also examine the initiatives undertaken within the various ICOM
committees (National Committees, International Committees, Regional Alliances, Affiliated
Organisations).

Has your committee undertaken any steps to decolonise, or any projects related
to decolonisation? (S1, Q2)

® Yes @ No NA

To the question, Has your committee undertaken any steps to decolonise, or any projects
related to decolonisation? (Survey 1), 13 respondents stated that their committee had
undertaken actions related to decolonisation, while five stated that this was not the case.
This question is similar to that of the National Committees Please list here any NC activities
that have focused on decolonisation (Survey 2), where 19 respondents indicate actions
carried out by their National Committee, one indicates no action (Japan) and three do not
answer (Kyrgyzstan, Mongolia, UAE).

In Survey 1, the reasons given by respondents to not have undertaken any action, overlap
with issues of agenda-setting (ICTOP) and of disinterest in/or ignorance of decolonial

issues (ICOMON, INTERCOM). These different configurations support the role of individual
initiatives, the overstepping of the remit of the committee (ICMS), or the nature of the
process, which must be carried out on an ongoing basis (ICOM Africa: ‘It is not a question

of carrying out activities specifically geared towards ‘decolonisation’. Rather, it is about new
apprehensions of the role and status of museumes, both in their traditional mode of operation
and in their discourse”). In some countries, National Committees are involved in national
initiatives, but not in all (e.g. ICOM Korea: “Although there is no direct example of recent
decolonisation work at national committee level, individuals have continued to do so”)
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A. Exchanges, resources and support at the heart of ICOM's actions

The actions carried out within National Committees, International Committees, Regional
Alliances and Affiliated Organisations can be approached using a common typology. Three
appear more regularly in the answers given by the committees that responded.

* Conference, seminars, webinars, presentations, talks;
* Production of resources: publications, guidelines;

* Financial and material support;

* Training/Workshop;

* Expert missions/working groups/research projects;

* Actions around ICOM governance: membership;

* Consultation/Survey/Participatory processes.

The various committees are constantly developing actions linked mainly to setting up

or participating in meetings, disseminating experience and knowledge, exchanges and
discussions through conferences, seminars, webinars or formal presentations. This is the
case for ICOM Chile, ICOM Finland, ICOM France, ICOM Ghana, ICOM Iceland, ICOM
Portugal, ICOM South Africa, ICMEMORHI, CAMOC, CIDOC, ICOM MPR, ICOM Europe,
CAM.

FOCUS
The role of conferences

“Firstly, museums, heritage institutions, and archives work a lot in silos, and |
don't know if you have experienced the same thing. So, the only time when
people discuss this topic or the subject matter is during conferences. What
I can also remember, because I'm the chair of ICOM South Africa, a few
years ago, ICOM South Africa, COMCOL and the South African Museums
Association hosted a conference about decolonisation. That was when we
were able to see what is actually happening in museums or what people are
doing” (Catherine Snel, ICOM South Africa, 19.1)

Other initiatives are more scattered, depending on the expertise and context of each
individual. Nevertheless, we note the possibility of publishing resources (following meetings
and exchanges in particular) and the support of efforts (human and financial) made by
certain committees towards their members, which is part of a desire for participation and
representativeness. For ICOM Barbados: “Our NC has provided letters of support, funding
support and human resource support to regional decolonial projects such as the Museum
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Define and the post-covid surveys and also to individuals and organisations who are
attempting to forge new relationships and processes which allow our museums and the
people they represent to operate in more equitable spaces. And promote activism.”

This last dimension appears more specifically in the context of international organisations,
most of which declare that they are transforming their governance practices towards
greater collaboration and geographical representativeness of members (ICOFOM, ICOMAM,
ICME, MAC, ICSC). This dynamic is particularly well illustrated by ICME’s actions:

‘ICME is in the process of reorganising its approach to the annual conference so that it
becomes much more inclusive than it has been to date. We have created regional working
groups to support the planning of the conference, including fundraising for museums that
wish to host the conference but do not have the financial means to do so. This breaks
with the old paradigm whereby ICME only held meetings at museums that were able to
cover all the costs of the conference. This year we have invited our members and member
organisations to submit proposals for 2026 and 2027, which will allow us sufficient time to
collaborate in working groups to support fundraising for these conferences in advance.”

FOCUS
Encouraging cooperation

Decolonial actions are driven by a desire for collaboration and cooperation.

This is notably the case between ICOM Europe and ICOM Africa, where
working sessions and seminars in Ouagadougou have helped participants
to “understand that different cultures have different views on heritage.
Collaboration requires research to understand what heritage is for the other
culture”. (Giuliana Ericani, ICOM Europe, 27.08.24)

Njabulo Chipangura (COMCOL, 27.08.24) expressed that in the process
towards decolonial practice, it is important to share the experiences of the
people that are represented. The question lies in how the collaboration
takes place. There exist many cultural groups on the African continent; are
museums really collaborating with communities? These practices go beyond
anthropological knowledge. It is important to define what we mean by living
cultures and in that regard, let others speak for themselves. Inclusive practice
in curatorship also means telling the truth. Njabulo shared the example

of ancestral remains still being exhibited in museums, or collections that

are not disclosed to the public. Good practices include curatorial humility,
accountability, openness, disclosure, and transparency. This is where
provenance research and bioresearch become crucial when working with
problematic collections. Curators are custodians of people’s heritage, and
they should facilitate the dialogue.
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B. ICOM’s role: responding to varied and adaptive needs

In this panorama of national actions and the actions of ICOM committees, the question
arises of the support that ICOM can provide, in particular to its National Committees. The
responses proposed by the various national committees obviously vary and can be grouped
as follows:

* Financial and material support;

* Policy advocacy: role with political decision-makers;

* Strategic guidance/practical resources: guidelines, code of ethics, best practices;
* Networking and dissemination: workshops, seminars, conferences;

* Educational activities.

Type of support Yes No NA
Financial and material support 7 14 2
Educational activities 5 16 2
Policy advocacy 6 15 2
Networking and dissemination 5 16 2
Strategic guidance and practical resources 6 15 2

There is no real prioritisation of needs, which appear with roughly the same frequency in the
sample considered.

These needs focus on the financial and material support that ICOM can provide to

enhance national initiatives: exhibitions, educational programmes, collaborative projects,
restitution efforts, translation, etc. in order to “organise periodic activities on the subject of
decolonisation in their local context” (ICOM Ghana). The committees that mention these
needs (ICOM Barbados, ICOM Egypt, ICOM Ghana, ICOM Mali, ICOM Iceland, ICOM Nigeria,
ICOM Portugal) are mainly part of ICOM countries category 3 and 4, or small communities
that report difficulty in obtaining funding (“Such grants can be hard to come by in a small
country like Iceland” — ICOM Iceland).

The National Committees also expressed a need to support their interests vis-a-vis
politicians, which is often necessary to bring about effective change, in order to “amplify the
voices of local committees, ensuring that decolonisation is prioritised within the museum
sector worldwide’ (ICOM Egypt). This support presupposes “direct communication with the
political authorities” (ICOM Chile), with specific requests such as “to write officially to most
States (especially in African countries) recommending the NCs to them as a pool of experts
they can draw from in decision making processes relating to decolonisation” (ICOM Ghana).
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These needs are not correlated with a geographical division, nor with the role declared by
the National Committees.

There is also a need for strategic guidance and practical resources (ICOM Canada, ICOM
Egypt, ICOM Finland, ICOM New Zealand, ICOM Spain), through the production of
guidelines in order to “develop frameworks or best practices for decolonisation, tailored

to the unique cultural and historical contexts of each region. These resources would help
ensure that decolonisation efforts align with international standards while being sensitive

to local realities” (ICOM Egypt). The role of the ICOM Code of Ethics is also mentioned by
some as a reference that should incorporate recommendations on decolonisation (ICOM
Canada, ICOM Belgium Wallonie-Bruxelles): “Many institutions use the ICOM Code of Ethics
and other guidelines as leverage to get support from their funders” (ICOM Canada).

Lastly, the committees express a need for educational activities such as “training
programmes for museum professionals on decolonisation issues, including cultural
sensitivity, working with local communities and creating more inclusive narratives” (ICOM
Kyrgyzstan), to help embed best practices in the museum sector; and for networking and
dissemination in order to encourage and promote exchanges on decolonisation practices
on a wider scale.

V. How ICOM should be decolonised?

The last aspect of this survey concerns the need for ICOM to address decolonisation of

its own practices and network as well as developing guidance or tools for museums, by
improving the democratic processes and geographical balance, a point underlined both by
the WGD's work and by the participants.

FOCUS
Governanee 1ssues

Discussions at the survey meetings highlighted a structuring problem for
ICOM members, due in particular to “internal rules that make it difficult to
fund and plan meetings outside Europe” (Christina Linsenmeyer, CIMCIM,
26.08.24). This situation gives rise to inequalities and inequity between ICOM
members, as denounced by many, such as Schani Roper (MAC, 26.08.24).
She expressed the need to “provide funding for simultaneous interpretation,
address passport privileges, revise travel policies that only fund 80% and
treat people from European overseas territories in the same way as members
located in Europe. She pointed out that professionals in some regions need
to travel by air and insisted that it is unfair and Eurocentric to cite carbon
footprint restrictions as a reason for not funding air travel for members.”
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A. Proposed strategies

The two questionnaires address in the same way the strategic issues and the possibilities put
forward for initiating this reflection on the decolonisation of ICOM. Whether it is a question
of International Committees, Regional Alliances, Affiliated Organisations or National
Committees, there is no rejection of the proposals suggested by the Working Group on
Decolonisation in the surveys.

A CONSENSUS ON THE ICOM EVALUATION AS AN INCLUSIVE ORGANISATION
It is interesting to note that while the rankings of these proposals differ according to the
surveys, there is a consensus on the need for ICOM to put in place an evaluation process
and tools (internal and external) to measure its action as an inclusive organisation.

What strategies should ICOM employ to decolonise itself as an international organisation? (51, 03 ; 52, 0d)

W KCs,RAAD [l MCs

Responses from Survey 1 (International Committees, Regional Alliances, Affiliated
Organisations) show a specific focus on internal evaluation, which is much more popular
than the other proposed strategies. Conversely, the National Committees express an almost
general consensus on all the proposals, with a few tiny exceptions.

While the number of responses does not, at this stage, guarantee the representativeness
of the opinions of all ICOM committees, these trends enable us to observe the varied
ways in which these committees operate, and their greater or lesser distance from ICOM.
International Committees, Regional Alliances and Affiliated Organisations appear to be
closer to an overall network than the National Committees.

ADDITIONAL PROPOSALS

Other proposals have also emerged to promote this transition in governance, overlapping in
particular with the issues of membership and equal access for members to ICOM decision-
making positions.
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ICOFOM, CIDOC and ICOM Belgium Wallonie-Bruxelles argue in favour of greater member
participation, mentioning the possibility of opening up decision-making processes (“Expand
the range of participation in decision making processes, including community members
and every individual who make museums. Internal processes should be more participatory
and transparent to all” - ICOFOM) and more inclusive communication (“to ensure
inclusion from diverse perspectives” - CIDOC), which could involve better translation of
ICOM documents (All documents should be immediately translated into the three official
languages, not to mention ICOM meetings such as those of the ICs, for example, which are
all in English...., or even include others™ - ICOM Belgium Wallonie-Bruxelles).

Lasting changes in governance are also linked to issues of representativeness and
accessibility (ICSC, ICME, INTERCOM). Several proposals are along these lines:

“ICOM should ensure that its activities and meetings are accessible to members from less
privileged economic backgrounds, by securing accessible travel costs and grants. ICOM
should ensure equal opportunity for employment within its Secretariat. [COM should
endeavour to elevate non-Western and community-driven knowledge and practices in all
its materials, manuals and activities. ICOM’s activities and meetings should be carried out
equitably in different world regions, in countries where neither visas nor travel costs are
prohibitive, or if there are financial barriers, that they are mitigated by sufficient financial
grants.” (ICSC)

‘Reflecting on the way ICME has worked in the past, our annual meetings are a place where
we can work to decolonise processes. From shared fundraising with less well-endowed
museums to ensuring we have enough funding for travel grants for our members is crucial
and is something that should be considered across the board within [COM.” (ICME)

“Consider [moving] the secretariat to a non-Western country.” INTERCOM)

LIMITATIONS

There are, however, limitations to the way in which these strategies are considered,

relating to the very composition of ICOM’s membership, highlighting the issues
surrounding membership. While the ICMS does “not see the link between inclusiveness and
decolonisation’, this structuring is problematic for the MAC, which points out that “/TCOM
relies on colonial or imperial historical frameworks for membership. In the Caribbean,

this means that overseas dependencies have to apply to national European bodies, and
applicants have to wait more than a year for a response, particularly from ICOM France and
ICOM Netherlands. While the Caribbean is demographically a small community, the rigidity
of the ICOM application process makes it less attractive”. However, ICOM Belgium stresses
that “‘we must also bear in mind the financial and power balances within ICOM: the Western
countries are aware of their role and responsibilities, but we must also bear in mind that
they finance 80% of ICOM and make up 807 of its members” (ICOM Belgique Wallonie-
Bruxelles).
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B. Actions of varying importance

The actions proposed by the WGD to implement ICOM'’s decolonial turnaround show fairly
marked disparities. There was a consensus among all respondents on the role of museums

as “safe spaces for difficult conversations”.

A consensus around museums as ‘safe spaces for difficult conversations’
International Committees, Regional Alliances and Affiliated Organisations (19 respondents)

AVERAGE MEDIAN IQR
a. Continue to support the place of museums as safe
o . 9 10 0.5
spaces for difficult conversations
b. Establish a series of open forums to discuss
museums, decolonisation, and approaches to 8.1 8 3
dismantling the legacy of colonialism
c. Lead a global conversation on the concept and
practice of decolonisation in museums inviting diverse 8.6 10 3
voices, positions and practices.
d. Develop a self-assessment and toolkit on
o 74 8 4.5
decolonisation for museums
e. Develop guidelines on repatriation, restitution and 23 ; 4
reconciliation '
f. Devglgp a funding programme to support 75 8 45
repatriation efforts
g. Develop a funding programme to support the
development of projects in which specific community 7.2 7 4
groups are invited to collaborate
h. Recognise that both colonial and post-
colonial migrations have resulted in large diaspora
. . . 8.5 9 2
communities, the members of which are also invested
in this debate
i. Organise a session that can be in the form of
keynote speech, memorial lecture, workshop, or 71 6 4

forum, on decolonisation in each ICOM Triennial
General Conference
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National Committees (23 respondents)

AVERAGE MEDIAN IQR

a. Continue to support the place of museums as safe

spaces for difficult conversations 9.2 10 0.75

b. Establish a series of open forums to discuss
museums, decolonisation, and approaches to 8.7 10 2.5
dismantling the legacy of colonialism

c. Lead a global conversation on the concept and
practice of decolonisation in museums inviting diverse 8.8 10 2.5
voices, positions and practices

d. Develop a self-assessment and toolkit on

S 84 9.5 3
decolonisation for museums
e. Deve.l.op.gwdelmes on repatriation, restitution and 88 10 15
reconciliation
f. Develop a funding programme to support 75 8 475

repatriation efforts

g. Develop a funding programme to support the
development of projects in which specific community 8 9 3
groups are invited to collaborate

h. Recognise that both colonial and post-
colonial migrations have resulted in large diaspora

4 1
communities, the members of which are also invested 8 0 3
in this debate
i. Organise a session that can be in the form of
k t h ial lect ksh
eynote speech, memorial lecture, workshop, or 76 85 5

forum, on decolonisation in each ICOM Triennial
General Conference

Taking into account the average, median and interquartile range (allowing us to measure the
polarisation of the proposals), we can highlight two proposals on which respondents have a
particularly strong consensus:

1. Continue to support the place of museums as safe spaces for difficult conversations

2. Lead a global conversation on the concept and practice of decolonisation in museums
inviting diverse voices, positions and practices.

The two proposals that received the least support and were the most polarised:

1. Organise a session that can be in the form of keynote speech, memorial lecture,
workshop, or forum, on decolonisation in each ICOM Triennial General Conference

2. Develop a funding programme to support repatriation efforts
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ADDITIONAL PROPOSALS
Other proposals were highlighted by the survey respondents.

In particular, ICEthics and ICOM Spain stressed the need for these issues to be legitimised
and supported by political action, either at the level of ICOM governance (“Keep this

topic of decolonisation as part of the Strategic Plan of ICOM beyond 2028 as it is a very
important topic to discuss” - ICEthics), or within national legislation, which is the only
binding legislation (“In the specific case of repatriation, we believe that the issue should
be addressed in national legislation. For example, in Spain, the recommendations of ICOM
Spain are not binding, although they can be taken into account” - ICOM Spain).

The issue of representation of Global South countries (see above) is again raised by ICOM
MPR through membership ("I{COM is still too Euro-centric in terms of members and some
administration. It has a lot of work to do before it can advise museums, but if leadership for
decolonisation comes from the Global South, from under-represented groups, Indigenous
peoples and diaspora communities, that would be the way to start”). For the ICSC, this
reflection should be extended to all actions designed to ensure the representativeness of
knowledge systems, practices and approaches “in the conceptualisation, development and
implementation of actions, by an equitable and diverse team of museum professionals.
Develop a fully collaborative ICOM decolonisation glossary/lexicon, problematising terms
such as ‘best practice’ and adding other terminologies that may represent alternative
cultural knowledge, practices and approaches” (ICSC).

These issues of representation have led to the implementation of training methods, such

as ‘workshops with representatives from each IC to support specific steps” (CAMOC) or
“Capacity programs for young professionals” (ICOM Japan) and specific programs (“Develop
a process for bilateral intercultural communication to a more multilateral level of mutual
understanding and knowledge exchange” - INTERCOM).

Finally, decolonisation can lead to difficult discussions that need to be taken on board.
ICOMAM and ICOM Belgium Wallonie-Bruxelles therefore support the positioning to

be adopted. As ICOMAM states “These must be fair, subtle, save debates with empathic
listeners, self-reflecting and accept no space for intimidating demonstrations”. For ICOM
Belgium Wallonie-Bruxelles, ITCOM must not focus solely on the North - South colonial
question, but must encompass all unwanted, unwanted or forced heritage translocations”.
Above all, ICOM must be impartial, not moralising or guilt-tripping. ICOM's role could be to
create and maintain a network of resource people in this field".
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