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In and Out of the Museum:
Return of Cultural Objects and the “Ko Hsiang” Controversy
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Abstract: An object is chosen for collection because of particular reasons or
the collector’s special interest. People collect objects not only for their rarity or
beauty but also for their cultural memory or historical value. In modern society,
museums are the organizations that specialize in collection of historical and
cultural relics. From a historical perspective, after experiencing major events
such as the expansion of imperialism, the subsequent rise of nationalism,
and the civil rights movement, the world has learned to respect the value of
cultural diversity and recognize the importance of cultural democracy, thus
eliciting extensive discussions on the issue concerning the return of cultural
and historical objects in the 1970s. The discussions, however, remained
inconclusive as they were marked with discrepancies. In 1990, the U.S. Native
American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act (NAGPRA) established the
principle of restitution, while in 2002, the “Declaration on the Importance
and Value of Universal Museums” signed by leading museums of Europe and
North America stressed the museums’ vital responsibility of protecting human
heritage and the need to address claims for restitution on a case —by—case
basis, with attention to the historical and legal circumstances of acquisition.

Based on the idea that, since objects need to be culturally recognized
for collection by museums, the return of objects should be an action similarly
defined by culture, the paper endeavors to envision and understand the entry
into and exit from museums of cultural objects, especially sacred religiously
objects and human remains, by examining the perceptions of objects in diverse
cultures and taking into consideration of the conflicts between different
concepts and value systems.

The paper analyzes the collection and exhibition of the “Ko Hsiang”
human remains at National Taiwan Museum (NTM) as a case study, focusing

on the following three main themes. First, in addition to their unique life
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history, the “Ko Hsiang” human remains triggered the re-emergence of the
issue concerning the return of cultural objects, therefore presenting a valuable
opportunity for examining the strategies and perspectives adopted by NTM (as
a representative of museums in Taiwan) to tackle the return controversy. The
second main theme directs its attention to how the worshipers of Beiji Temple
(the source of Ko Hsiang human remains) in Dapi County of southern Taiwan
perceive the human remains and negotiate with NTM to facilitate a special
exhibition. Finally, because of the colorful legends surrounding the human
remains, the issue of restitution during the entry into and exit from NTM of “Ko
Hsiang” is also discussed.

With the role of a museum redefined, the international community
of museums has expanded its concerns beyond the collection of objects to
assist the preservation of traditions, customs, and cultures worldwide. As
demonstrated by the case of “Ko Hsiang” that currently remains in progress,
ongoing dialogues between museums and source communities may help
museums to recognize and assume new and more significant roles in the future.
Keywords: Ko Hsiang, repatriation, human remains, museum, Beiji Temple at

Dapi Township
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