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repAtrIAtION OF ArteFACtS:
“Western museums should agree to repatriate cultural artefacts”

In October 2014, lawyer Amal Clooney made headlines by arguing that artefacts 

from the Parthenon in Athens, displayed in the British Museum since 1817 

[Ref: British Museum], should be returned to Greece, stating that: “The Greek 

government has just cause and it’s time for the British Museum to recognise 

that and return the marbles to Greece. The injustice has persisted for too 

long” [Ref: Telegraph]. Clooney’s statement, reflects a modern trend for the 

repatriation of artefacts and art, as well as human remains and sacred objects, 

to their place of origin. Although the Marbles remain the cause celebre in the 

controversy about repatriation of artefacts, there are many other contested 

objects [Ref: Telegraph]. For instance Egypt’s chief archaeologist Zahi Hawass 

has demanded the return of the Nefertiti bust from the Neues Museum in 

Berlin, and secured the return of fresco fragments from the Louvre [Ref: 

Scotsman]. A discussion about the care of cultural artefacts has also been 

brought to the fore recently due to the destruction of ancient world sites 

by Islamic State (ISIS). In March 2015 ISIS destroyed the ancient Assyrian 

archaeological site of Nimrud, in modern day Iraq, prompting outrage around 

the world [Ref: Guardian]. There was recent international concern about 

the fate of Palmyra in Syria [Ref: Guardian], with some arguing it would be 

“peculiarly catastrophic” were that ancient city to face the same fate as Nimrud 

[Ref: Telegraph], and in August Islamic State went on to destroy the largest 

ancient temple in Palmyra [Ref: Algemeiner]. These recent events involving 

cultural artefacts, it is argued, should serve as a “wake up call” to Western 

museums to be protective of their collections and unapologetic with regards 

to past disputes over contested remains. This is because “important antiquities 

should be treated as the common property of mankind” [Ref: New York 

Times] – a sentiment which has renewed the debate about the role of Western 

encyclopaedic museums [Ref: Wikipedia] as repositories of global culture. On 

balance, do cultural artefacts belong in their country of origin, to be viewed and 

appreciated in the context in which they were made? Or are contested artefacts 

such as the Nefertiti bust part of a larger tapestry of world culture, which 

Western museums should keep, and preserve for us all? 

http://www.britishmuseum.org/explore/highlights/articles/w/what_are_the_elgin_marbles.aspx
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Museum#Encyclopedic_museums
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Restitution
http://www.britishmuseum.org/explore/highlights/articles/w/what_are_the_elgin_marbles.aspx
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/europe/greece/11164525/Amal-Clooney-Greece-has-just-cause-to-claim-return-of-Elgin-Marbles.html
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/travel/picturegalleries/11164070/Stolen-treasures-art-and-artifacts-that-are-wanted-back.html
http://www.scotsman.com/news/tiffany-jenkins-check-the-history-before-making-demands-1-769080
http://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/mar/06/isis-destroys-ancient-assyrian-site-of-nimrud
http://www.theguardian.com/cities/gallery/2015/may/15/palmyra-ancient-city-isis-threat-in-pictures
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/islamic-state/11611500/We-must-save-Palmyra-or-the-maniacs-will-raze-civilisation.html
http://www.algemeiner.com/2015/08/25/isis-releases-photos-of-temple-destruction-in-palmyra/
http://www.nytimes.com/2015/03/31/arts/design/islamic-state-destruction-renews-debate-over-repatriation-of-antiquities.html?_r=1
http://www.nytimes.com/2015/03/31/arts/design/islamic-state-destruction-renews-debate-over-repatriation-of-antiquities.html?_r=1
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Museum#Encyclopedic_museums
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tHe repAtrIAtION OF ArteFACtS DebAte IN CONteXt

What is the role of museums?
Many of the world’s most famous museums were founded in the 
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, collecting objects that would offer 
a comprehensive knowledge of the world. In our post-colonial era it 
has been argued that their role is no longer clear and straightforward. 
Museums find themselves in the middle of a debate about what should 
take priority: principles of universal understanding and academic 
research, where objects are curated together to tell “not just the history 
of the local or national parish, but all history, all learning, all human 
expression” [Ref: The Times]; or in contemporary society whether it is 
“…proper to remove a work from its original cultural setting, losing its 
context?” [Ref: Forbes]. The British Museum in London, and others, 
argue they exist to promote universal understanding of our shared 
human history, and that this requires maintaining the integrity of their 
existing collections [Ref: Guardian]. These encyclopaedic museums 
transcend national and cultural boundaries and that “culture, while it 
can have deeply rooted, special meanings to specific people, doesn’t 
belong to anyone in the grand scheme of things. It doesn’t stand still” 
[Ref: New York Times]. But critics of this outlook challenge the idea 
that such collections need to be housed in Western museums, because 
“world class museums are not held by some act of God to Northern 
Europe or North America” [Ref: Guardian]. 
 
What are the arguments for the repatriation of cultural 
artefacts? 
Advocates argue that repatriation of artefacts contributes towards 
making reparations for historical wrongs, and builds a new diplomacy 
between nations and people [Ref: US News]. Writer Helena Smith 
suggests that disputed artefacts are best understood and appreciated 

in the context of their place of origin, stating that: “Every country has 
the right after all, to the heritage that is an inherent part of its cultural 
identity” [Ref: Guardian]. She concludes, in relation to the Parthenon 
Marbles: “Ownership of objects is no longer important, and the Greeks 
are willing to put that issue aside...what is far more important is 
context, appreciating artworks in their places of birth” [Ref: Guardian]. 
This view is supported by Ghanaian writer Kwame Opoku, who argues 
that: “Those Western museums and Governments that are busy 
proclaiming their wishes to celebrate with Nigeria and other African 
States…independence could follow their words with concrete actions by 
sending some African artefacts back to their countries of origin” [Ref: 
Museum Security Network]. Similarly, even some museums believe that 
successful acts of repatriation can symbolise our common humanity, 
building relationships with indigenous communities, and righting 
historical wrongs [Ref: Austrian Government]. Another aspect to the 
discussion is that many of the artefacts in question are contested, such 
as the Benin Bronzes [Ref: Wikipedia], and supporters of repatriation 
contend that by holding on to these ‘spoils of war’ Western museums 
continue to benefit from, and therefore validate, their colonial legacy, 
with the Elgin Marbles in particular representing “a sad reminder of 
cultural imperialism” [Ref: Forbes]. “In the end” as one commentator 
opines “the defence for hanging onto contested cultural goods boils 
down to the deeply offensive notion that Britain looks after the 
Parthenon Marbles, or Benin Heads and plaques better than Greece or 
Nigeria ever could” [Ref: Guardian].

repAtrIAtION OF ArteFACtS:
“Western museums should agree to repatriate cultural artefacts”

http://www.thetimes.co.uk/tto/opinion/columnists/article4290540.ece
http://www.forbes.com/sites/realspin/2014/12/23/the-british-museum-should-return-the-parthenon-marbles-to-greece/
http://books.guardian.co.uk/departments/artsandentertainment/story/0,6000,1267907,00.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2010/05/09/arts/09abroad.html?adxnnl=1&pagewanted=all&adxnnlx=1432130600-SvG+IO+sv+8Gh0HH1n4R5g
http://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/jonathanjonesblog/2014/nov/04/art-worlds-shame-parthenon-elgin-marbles-british-museums
http://www.usnews.com/opinion/blogs/world-report/2012/11/15/the-diplomatic-case-for-repatriating-art-and-antiquities
http://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/2014/oct/19/return-the-elgin-marbles-to-athens-helena-smith
http://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/2014/oct/19/return-the-elgin-marbles-to-athens-helena-smith
http://www.museum-security.org/kwame_opoku_does_history_suffer.htm
http://arts.gov.au/resources/newsletters/art-and-culture/2011/12-0/righting-wrongs
https://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0CCEQFjAA&url=http%3A%2F%2Fen.wikipedia.org%2Fwiki%2FBenin_Bronzes&ei=I6tcVfnYNYPm7gau1YH4AQ&usg=AFQjCNHxavgYAo7ul3-bN8lLuFDcGLIPTg&sig2=3im9wuom5gi8SzDq2FYAKA
http://www.forbes.com/sites/realspin/2014/12/23/the-british-museum-should-return-the-parthenon-marbles-to-greece/
http://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/jonathanjonesblog/2014/nov/04/art-worlds-shame-parthenon-elgin-marbles-british-museums
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tHe repAtrIAtION OF ArteFACtS DebAte IN CONteXt CONtINUeD...
On what grounds are the retention of collections defended?
Historian and curator James Cuno outlines the case against repatriation 
by arguing that culture is universal, and by mounting a robust defence 
cultures, encyclopaedic museums encourage curiosity about the world 
and its many people” [Ref: Foreign Affairs]. Art critic Jonathan Jones 
concurs, noting that placing artefacts in a new context gives them an 
added significance, “as part of humanity’s heritage” [Ref: Guardian] 
to be enjoyed by everyone. Moreover, “In our post-modern, post-
nationalist world, it’s all about interaction and hybridisation, about 
celebrating the diverse cultural components that make up each of 
us…it means that the Parthenon Marbles are as much British as they 
are Greek” [Ref: Telegraph]. For some, arguments for repatriation are 
directly opposed to a universal understanding of culture – and exposes 
the trend for the explicit politicisation of culture and art, which leads 
to “divisive identity politics”, where it is assumed that “certain people 
have a special relationship to particular objects, owing to their ethnic 
identity” [Ref: Scotsman]. Unfortunately, as one commentator laments: 
“Globalisation, it turns out has only intensified, not diminished cultural 
differences among nations”, as shown by governments now seeking 
to “exploit culture” for their own political purposes [Ref: New York 
Times]. Moreover: “The idea that certain objects belong to certain 
ethnic groups is destructive, and obscures the universal nature of 
mankind, the fact that we can abstract ourselves from our particular 
circumstances and appreciate the creation of all human civilisations” 
[Ref: Scotsman]. There are also practical problems involved in 
repatriation – for example, modern Greece is very different from the 
nation which existed in the nineteenth century, let alone Ancient 
Greece: so who would we rightfully return artefacts to? American critic 
Michael Kimmelman asks “why should any objects necessarily reside in 
the modern nation-state controlling the plot of land where, at one time, 

perhaps thousands of years earlier, they came from?” [Ref: New York 
Times]. 

Who owns culture?
Contemporary demands for restitution, some argue, are driven 
by contemporary political grievances and that giving in to an 
understandable desire to right the wrongs of the past via the 
repatriation of objects will distract from, and do little to challenge, 
the problems historically wronged groups face today [Ref: New York 
Times]. Arguably, the very meaning and purpose of museums is at 
stake in this debate, with some arguing that “perhaps it is time for 
museums to start speaking up for civilisation” [Ref: Guardian], and 
asking whether humanity’s cultural heritage belongs to just some of 
us, or all of us, and how we might best protect, share and understand 
it. Other commentators suggest demands for the return of famous 
artefacts, such as the bust of Nefertiti, are far more utilitarian, and 
reflect economic realities: “Tourism is an important moneymaker for 
Egypt…(accounting) for 11.5 percent of total employment in Egypt. 
Each year in Berlin, some 500,000 visitors flock to see the bust of 
Neferiti” [Ref: Newsweek]. So how should we view cultural artefacts, 
and how do we decide who owns or displays them? Are they best seen 
as universal objects housed in predominantly Western museums which 
embody “openness, tolerance, and inquiry about the world, along with 
the recognition that culture exists independent of nationalism” [Ref: 
Foreign Affairs]? Or should these contested artefacts, be returned to 
their points of origin, allowing the works to be housed and perhaps 
better understood in their original context, because ultimately, 
“museums need to face up to a reality. Cultural imperialism is dead. 
They cannot any longer coldly keep hold of artistic treasures that were 
acquired in dubious circumstances a long time ago” [Ref: Guardian]?

repAtrIAtION OF ArteFACtS:
“Western museums should agree to repatriate cultural artefacts”

https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/africa/culture-war
http://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/jonathanjonesblog/2015/may/14/parthenon-sculptures-elgin-marbles-greece-nationalism-british-museum
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/culture/art/art-news/10635703/The-Elgin-Marbles-Why-their-home-is-here.html
http://www.scotsman.com/news/tiffany-jenkins-check-the-history-before-making-demands-1-769080
http://www.nytimes.com/2009/10/24/arts/design/24abroad.html?pagewanted=1
http://www.nytimes.com/2009/10/24/arts/design/24abroad.html?pagewanted=1
http://www.scotsman.com/news/tiffany-jenkins-check-the-history-before-making-demands-1-769080
http://www.nytimes.com/2010/05/09/arts/09abroad.html?adxnnl=1&pagewanted=all&adxnnlx=1432130600-SvG+IO+sv+8Gh0HH1n4R5g
http://www.nytimes.com/2010/05/09/arts/09abroad.html?adxnnl=1&pagewanted=all&adxnnlx=1432130600-SvG+IO+sv+8Gh0HH1n4R5g
http://www.nytimes.com/2009/10/24/arts/design/24abroad.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2009/10/24/arts/design/24abroad.html
http://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/jonathanjonesblog/2015/apr/08/neil-macgregor-british-museum-legacy-future-challenge
http://www.newsweek.com/frankenstein-art-nefertiti-egypt-germany-ugly-pharoah-351469
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/africa/culture-war
http://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/jonathanjonesblog/2014/nov/04/art-worlds-shame-parthenon-elgin-marbles-british-museums
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repAtrIAtION OF ArteFACtS:
“Western museums should agree to repatriate cultural artefacts”

eSSeNtIAL reADING

For 
The British Museum Should Return The Parthenon Marbles To 
Greece 
Leila Amineddoleh Forbes 23 December 2014

Does history suffer when cultural artefacts are returned? 
Dr Kwame Opoku Museum Security Network

As a Briton, I hang my head in shame. We must return the 
Parthenon marbles 
Helena Smith Guardian 19 October 2014

End the exile 
Neal Ascherson Observer 20 June 2004

 

Against 
The case against repatriating museum artefacts 
James Cuno Foreign Affairs November/December 2014

The Elgin Marbles – Why their home is here 
Mark Hudson Telegraph 13 February 2014

The British Museum has lost its marbles 
Tiffany Jenkins Spiked 12 December 2014

The whole world in our hands 
Neil McGregor Guardian 24 July 2004

In Depth
Who Draws the Borders of Culture? 
Michael Kimmelman New York Times 5 May 2010

http://www.forbes.com/sites/realspin/2014/12/23/the-british-museum-should-return-the-parthenon-marbles-to-greece/
http://www.forbes.com/sites/realspin/2014/12/23/the-british-museum-should-return-the-parthenon-marbles-to-greece/
http://www.museum-security.org/kwame_opoku_does_history_suffer.htm
http://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/2014/oct/19/return-the-elgin-marbles-to-athens-helena-smith
http://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/2014/oct/19/return-the-elgin-marbles-to-athens-helena-smith
http://www.guardian.co.uk/parthenon/article/0,,1244004,00.html
http://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/142185/james-cuno/culture-war
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/culture/art/art-news/10635703/The-Elgin-Marbles-Why-their-home-is-here.html
http://www.spiked-online.com/newsite/article/the-british-museum-has-lost-its-marbles/16341#.VWRRHc9VhBd
http://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/2004/jul/24/heritage.art
http://www.nytimes.com/2010/05/09/arts/09abroad.html?pagewanted=all&_r=0
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repAtrIAtION OF ArteFACtS:
“Western museums should agree to repatriate cultural artefacts”

bACKGrOUNDerS
The sad story behind Egypt’s ugly Nefertiti Statue 
Gogo Lidz Newsweek 8 July 2015

We must save Palmyra or the maniacs will raze civilisation 
Boris Johnson Telegraph 17 May 2015

Palmyra: a stunning ancient city under threat from Isis 
Guardian 15 May 2015

Parthenon Marbles: Greece’s claim is nationalism rhetoric and 
deserves to fail 
Jonathan Jones Guardian 14 May 2015

Preservation or plunder? The battle over the British Museum’s 
Indigenous Australian show 
Paul Daley Guardian 9 April 2015

Neil MacGregor saved the British Museum. It’s time to reinvent it 
again 
Jonathan Jones Guardian 8 April 2015

Artefacts as Instruments of Nationalism 
James Cuno New York Times 21 January 2015 

The British Museum is right to keep its Marbles 
David Aaronovitch The Times 8 December 2014

The art world shame: why Britain should give its colonial booty 
back 
Jonathan Jones Guardian 4 November 2014

We ask the experts: why do we put things into museums? 
University of Cambridge 26 November 2013   

Ill-gotten gains: how many museums have stolen objects in their 
collections? 
Carl Franzen The Verge 13 May 2013

The Diplomatic Power of Art 
Erik Nemeth U.S News & World Report 15 November 2012 

The importance of preserving cultural artifacts: A look at the 
Metropolitan Museum of Art’s Islamic Wing 
Thomas P. Campbell TEDBlog 5 October 2012

Are the Parthenon marbles really so special?  
Mike Pitts Guardian 2 April 2012

The Big Question: What is the Rosetta Stone, and should Britain 
return it to Egypt? 
Independent 9 December 2009 

Check the history before making the demands 
Tiffany Jenkins Scotsman 20 November 2009

When Ancient Artifacts Become Political Pawns 
Michael Kimmelman New York Times 23 October 2009

The world’s top ten museums 
Daily Mail 14 July 2009

Stolen treasures and artefacts that are wanted back 
Telegraph 

Benin Bronzes 
Wikipedia

http://www.newsweek.com/frankenstein-art-nefertiti-egypt-germany-ugly-pharoah-351469
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/islamic-state/11611500/We-must-save-Palmyra-or-the-maniacs-will-raze-civilisation.html
http://www.theguardian.com/cities/gallery/2015/may/15/palmyra-ancient-city-isis-threat-in-pictures
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/islamic-state/11611500/We-must-save-Palmyra-or-the-maniacs-will-raze-civilisation.html
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/islamic-state/11611500/We-must-save-Palmyra-or-the-maniacs-will-raze-civilisation.html
http://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/2015/apr/09/indigenous-australians-enduring-civilisation-british-museum-repatriation
http://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/2015/apr/09/indigenous-australians-enduring-civilisation-british-museum-repatriation
http://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/jonathanjonesblog/2015/apr/08/neil-macgregor-british-museum-legacy-future-challenge
http://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/jonathanjonesblog/2015/apr/08/neil-macgregor-british-museum-legacy-future-challenge
http://www.nytimes.com/roomfordebate/2015/01/21/when-should-antiquities-be-repatriated-to-their-country-of-origin/artifacts-as-instruments-of-nationalism
http://www.thetimes.co.uk/tto/opinion/columnists/article4290540.ece
http://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/jonathanjonesblog/2014/nov/04/art-worlds-shame-parthenon-elgin-marbles-british-museums
http://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/jonathanjonesblog/2014/nov/04/art-worlds-shame-parthenon-elgin-marbles-british-museums
http://www.cam.ac.uk/research/discussion/we-ask-the-experts-why-do-we-put-things-into-museums
http://www.theverge.com/2013/5/13/4326306/museum-artifacts-looted-repatriation
http://www.theverge.com/2013/5/13/4326306/museum-artifacts-looted-repatriation
http://www.usnews.com/opinion/blogs/world-report/2012/11/15/the-diplomatic-case-for-repatriating-art-and-antiquities
http://blog.ted.com/the-importance-of-preserving-cultural-artifacts-a-look-at-the-metropolitan-museum-of-art/
http://blog.ted.com/the-importance-of-preserving-cultural-artifacts-a-look-at-the-metropolitan-museum-of-art/
http://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/2012/apr/02/are-the-parthenon-marbles-so-special
http://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/this-britain/the-big-question-what-is-the-rosetta-stone-and-should-britain-return-it-to-egypt-1836610.html
http://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/this-britain/the-big-question-what-is-the-rosetta-stone-and-should-britain-return-it-to-egypt-1836610.html
http://www.scotsman.com/news/tiffany-jenkins-check-the-history-before-making-demands-1-769080
http://www.nytimes.com/2009/10/24/arts/design/24abroad.html?_r=0
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/travel/article-1197889/The-museums-the-world-best-rest-.html
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/travel/picturegalleries/11164070/Stolen-treasures-art-and-artifacts-that-are-wanted-back.html
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Benin_Bronzes
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repAtrIAtION OF ArteFACtS:
“Western museums should agree to repatriate cultural artefacts”

IN tHe NeWS
ISIS Releases Photos of Temple Destruction in Palmyra 
Algemeiner 25 August 2015

As ISIS smashes history, curators battle to save threatened 
antiquities 
CBC News 14 April 2015

Museums reluctant to return artefacts to Iraq after Isis 
destruction 
Breitbart 9 April 2015

Islamic State Destruction Renews Debate Over Repatriation of 
Antiquities 
New York Times 30 March 2015

Outcry over Isis destruction of ancient Assyrian site of Nimrud 
Guardian 6 March 2015

Isis destroys thousands of books and manuscripts on Mosul 
libraries 
Guardian 26 February 2015 

Court sits at British Museum for first time as judge studies looted 
Libyan sculpture 
Telegraph 30 March 2015

Getty’s James Cuno defends museums’ right to keep ancient art 
Los Angeles Times 3 November 2014

Amal Clooney: Greece has just cause to claim return of Elgin 
Marbles 
Telegraph 15 October 2014

British Museum faces calls for repatriation of artefacts 
Museums Association 2 January 2013

AUDIO/VISUAL
Losing our marbles: who owns culture? 
Battle of Ideas October 31 2010

OrGANISAtIONS
British Committee for the Restitution of the Parthenon 
Marbles

Supreme Council of Antiquities

http://www.algemeiner.com/2015/08/25/isis-releases-photos-of-temple-destruction-in-palmyra/
http://www.cbc.ca/news/arts/as-isis-smashes-history-curators-battle-to-save-threatened-antiquities-1.3032019
http://www.cbc.ca/news/arts/as-isis-smashes-history-curators-battle-to-save-threatened-antiquities-1.3032019
http://www.breitbart.com/national-security/2015/04/09/museums-reluctant-to-give-artifacts-back-to-iraq-after-isis-destruction/
http://www.breitbart.com/national-security/2015/04/09/museums-reluctant-to-give-artifacts-back-to-iraq-after-isis-destruction/
http://www.nytimes.com/2015/03/31/arts/design/islamic-state-destruction-renews-debate-over-repatriation-of-antiquities.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2015/03/31/arts/design/islamic-state-destruction-renews-debate-over-repatriation-of-antiquities.html
http://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/mar/06/isis-destroys-ancient-assyrian-site-of-nimrud
http://www.theguardian.com/books/2015/feb/26/isis-destroys-thousands-books-libraries
http://www.theguardian.com/books/2015/feb/26/isis-destroys-thousands-books-libraries
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/uknews/law-and-order/11503807/Court-sits-at-British-Museum-for-first-time-as-judge-studies-looted-Libyan-sculpture.html
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/uknews/law-and-order/11503807/Court-sits-at-British-Museum-for-first-time-as-judge-studies-looted-Libyan-sculpture.html
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FOR STUDENTS
READ EVERYTHING .....
In the Topic Guide and in the news - not just your 
side of the argument either. 

STATISTICS ARE GOOD BUT.....
Your opponents will have their own too. They’ll 
support your points but they aren’t a substitute for 
them.

BE BOLD
Get straight to the point but don’t rush into 
things: make sure you aren’t falling back on earlier 
assertions because interpreting a debate too 
narrowly might show a lack of understanding or 
confidence. 

DON’T BACK DOWN
Try to take your case to its logical conclusion before 
trying to seem ‘balanced’ - your ability to challenge 
fundamental principles will be rewarded - even if you 
personally disagree with your arguments.  

DON’T PANIC
Never assume you’ve lost because every question is 
an opportunity to explain what you know. Don’t try 
to answer every question but don’t avoid the tough 
ones either. 

FOR JUDGES
Judges are asked to consider whether students have 
been brave enough to address the difficult questions 
asked of them. Clever semantics might demonstrate 
an acrobatic mind but are also likely to hinder 
a serious discussion by changing the terms and 
parameters of the debate itself.

Whilst a team might demonstrate considerable 
knowledge and familiarity with the topic, evading 
difficult issues and failing to address the main 
substance of the debate misses the point of the 
competition. Judges are therefore encouraged to 
consider how far students have gone in defending 
their side of the motion, to what extent students 
have taken up the more challenging parts of the 
debate and how far the teams were able to respond 
to and challenge their opponents. 

As one judge remarked ‘These are not debates 
won simply by the rather technical rules of schools 
competitive debating. The challenge is to dig in to 
the real issues.’ This assessment seems to grasp the 
point and is worth bearing in mind when sitting on a 
judging panel.

FOr teACHerS
Hoping to start a debating club? Looking for ways to give your debaters more experience? Debaitng Matters have 
have a wide range of resources to help develop a culture of debate in your school and many more Topic Guides 
like this one to bring out the best in your students. For these and details of how to enter a team for the Debating 
Matters Competition visit our website, www.debatingmatters.com

http://www.debatingmatters.com


“A COMPLEX 
WORLD REQUIRES 
THE CAPACITY 
TO MARSHALL 
CHALLENGING IDEAS 
AND ARGUMENTS”  
LORD BOATENG,  FORMER BRITISH HIGH 
COMMISSIONER TO SOUTH AFRICA

DEBATINGMATTERS

TOPIC
GUIDES

DEBATINGMATTERS

TOPIC
www.debatingmatters.com
GUIDES


