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Being Egyptian makes my obvious object of choice the Rosetta Stone. Yet my choice is not 

for the obvious reasons. I chose the stone because I personally find it a key piece for the 

Western racism and systematic injustice against modern Egyptian communities. I’ll explain. 

 

The Rosetta Stone as it is narrated to us by the British Museum goes through two main story 

lines. The discovery and the decipherment. For the discovery, we are confronted with one of 

the rare instances where the British Museum does acknowledge that an object entered its 

collection through colonialism. We hear of the British army who captured stone from the 

French troops in what seems to be a very peaceful find spot. Rashid, or Rosetta. Nowhere do 

we read of colonialism. The very peaceful image of the find spot as drawn by the British 

Museum totally defies my own encounter with the city of Rashid.  

 

My first encounter with the city of Rashid was in my own history curriculum, where I was 

told of the Egyptian anti-colonial activism that took place in the city more than once. For me, 

it's the find spot of the many Egyptian lives that were lost for colonialism. A reminder of the 

brutality and exploitation of the colonialist stands up to  today at the city centre of Rashid. 

What counts is the story of the discovery for the British Museum and Western scholarship, is 

a story of British and French brutal and violent colonialism and their exploitation of Egypt's 

resources. As remembered by me on by many Egyptians today. 



 

 

 

The second story is one of the decipherment. When we hear of the hero, Champollion, the 

French scholar who deciphered the hieroglyphs successfully and because of whom Europe 

handed the knowledge of ancient Egypt to the world. Nowhere do we hear or read of ibn 

Wahshiyya. Ibn Washiyya is the Arab scholar who resided in Egypt for an extensive amount 

of time and had made a serious effort to decipher the hieroglyphs. He made various 

publications, the major one of them was even translated and published in London. No reason 

for the British Museum not to know of him or to mention him. What counts as a story of 

European achievement for the British Museum and Western scholarship comes off as a story 

of white-washing of Arab scholars and Egyptian earlier attempts to decipher the hieroglyphs. 

The story of the Rosetta Stone as narrated by the British Museum and wider Western 

scholarship is not a story of Egypt. Neither is it about Egypt or for Egypt. It's a story about 

European achievement in Egyptology. It's a story of the French pride in Champollion and the 

story of the British national branding, of the British pride in having the stone residing inside 

its British museum. The stone became part of the British history rather than Egypt's. Nowhere 

do we read in the British Museum of the Egyptian Museum in Cairo and the fuller version of 

the decree that is inscribed in the stone. And of how whoever wants to see how the object 

might have looked in full should be visiting the Egyptian Museum in Cairo. What we get in 

Cairo is a copy of the white Western supremacy.  

 

The third story line that revolves around the Rosetta Stone today, which we can't really blame 

the British Museum for obviously, is decolonisation. Currently, there is a great western hype, 

whether it's being in the media or in the Western scholarship or in Western museums for the 

repatriation of objects to their countries of origin. The Rosetta Stone usually tends to make 

the headlines every few months. Yet the story that we read of the repatriation of the Rosetta 



 

 

Stone is again another white supremacy story where the Egyptian voices are, nowhere to be 

heard, nowhere to be seen, nowhere to be considered. What I'm proposing today is a counter 

narrative. It's a narrative that puts the people of the countries of origin first before their 

things. It's a narrative that takes in consideration their struggle. It is a narrative that amplifies 

their voices, their visibility, their validity. To take a Rashid or Rosetta as an example, we can 

start by narrating the heroism and the activism of the people of Rashid against colonialism. 

You can talk about the Arab scholars who successfully deciphered the hieroglyphs too, and 

we can, to bring social justice into the table for repatriation, to acknowledge the multivocality 

of the variety of Egyptian voices surrounding the Rosetta Stone, as drawn here by Nasser 

Junior, the cartoonist, the Egyptian cartoonist that I'm very proud to work with. The bottom 

line here is that the impact of such colonial legacies and colonial narratives goes beyond the 

walls of Western museums. There is a real impact that people feel today in the countries of 

origin; political oppression, together with silencing, stereotyping and stigmas are attacks that 

we suffer from nearly every day in our countries of origin. 

 

 


