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WHY IN NEWS:

On May 18, 2026, the world observed International Museum Day (IMD) with the theme “Museums

Uniting a Divided World.” The day coincides with the 80th anniversary of the International Council

of Museums (ICOM), founded in 1946, making 2026 a landmark year for global museum advocacy. The

theme directly addresses rising socio-cultural fragmentation and aligns with several UN Sustainable

Development Goals (SDGs).

INTERNATIONAL MUSEUM DAY — OVERVIEW

PARAMETER DETAIL

Observed annually May 18

Established by International Council of Museums (ICOM)

Year established 1977

2026 theme “Museums Uniting a Divided World”

ICOM anniversary 80th year (founded 1946)

Participation Museums in 150+ countries observe IMD each year

The theme reflects rising geopolitical tensions, cultural nationalism, post-pandemic social fractures, and digital

misinformation. ICOM positions museums as neutral public spaces capable of:

Significance of the 2026 Theme

Bridging cultural divides — by presenting shared human histories and values1

Combating historical erasure — through repatriation dialogues and inclusive narratives2

Fostering social cohesion — especially in post-conflict societies and diaspora communities3

Promoting intercultural dialogue — aligned with UNESCO’s mandate on cultural diversity4
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SDG ALIGNMENT

The 2026 IMD theme is explicitly linked to three UN Sustainable Development Goals:

SDG GOAL MUSEUM RELEVANCE

SDG 10 Reduced Inequalities Museums providing free/subsidised access; representing

marginalised communities

SDG 16 Peace, Justice and Strong

Institutions

Museums as institutions of collective memory and conflict

resolution

SDG 17 Partnerships for the Goals Cross-border museum collaborations; joint heritage preservation

agreements

ICOM — PROFILE

PARAMETER DETAIL

Full name International Council of Museums

Founded 1946 (post-World War II, Paris)

Headquarters Paris, France

UNESCO relation Non-Governmental Organisation (NGO) with formal consultative relations

Members 50,000+ museum professionals in 141 countries

Key function Sets international standards for museums (professional ethics, definitions)

ICOM definition of

“museum” (2022)

“A not-for-profit, permanent institution in the service of society, that researches,

collects, conserves, interprets and exhibits tangible and intangible heritage”

ICOM maintains Emergency Red Lists for countries affected by armed conflict or disaster. These lists:

ICOM Red List of Cultural Objects at Risk

Identify categories of archaeological objects and works of art vulnerable to looting and illicit

trafficking

Enable customs officers, police, and art market professionals to identify potentially stolen or illegally

exported objects
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INDIA’S MUSEUM LANDSCAPE

MUSEUM
LOCATIO
N

ESTABLISHE
D

SIGNIFICANCE

Indian Museum Kolkata 1814 Oldest and largest museum in

India; oldest in the Asia-Pacific region

National Museum New Delhi 1949

(inaugurated

1960)

Largest museum in India by collection;

houses 200,000+ artefacts

Chhatrapati Shivaji Maharaj

Vastu Sangrahalaya (CSMVS)

Mumbai 1922 Western India’s premier museum; holds

art, archaeology, natural history

Salar Jung Museum Hyderabad 1951 Houses the largest one-person collection

in the world

National Rail Museum New Delhi 1977 Dedicated to India’s railway heritage;

70+ exhibits including the Fairy Queen

locomotive

INDIA’S MUSEUM MODERNISATION POLICY

The Union Budget 2022-23 announced a plan to develop five iconic sites as “living museums” integrating:

India has objects from specific conflict-vulnerable periods referenced in Red List guidance for

South Asian heritage

Key Museums

Scale and Reach

India has 1,000+ registered museums under the Museums Association of India and state bodies

Museums are governed by the Museums and Galleries Act provisions, state-specific legislation,

and ASI (Archaeological Survey of India) oversight

Archaeological Survey of India (ASI), under the Ministry of Culture, administers 3,693 centrally

protected monuments and several site museums

Union Budget 2022 — Living Museums Initiative

On-site interpretation centres
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Target sites include Harappan (Indus Valley Civilisation) sites and select colonial-era heritage

complexes.

PM VIKAS — Pradhan Mantri Virasat Ka Samvardhan — is a government scheme focused on:

The Ministry of Culture has promoted virtual museum platforms, including:

UNESCO 1970 CONVENTION — ILLICIT TRAFFICKING OF CULTURAL PROPERTY

PARAMETER DETAIL

Full name UNESCO Convention on the Means of Prohibiting and Preventing the Illicit Import,

Export and Transfer of Ownership of Cultural Property

Adopted 1970, Paris

India’s

ratification

1977

Purpose Prevent trafficking of stolen/illegally exported cultural property

India’s action Has requested repatriation of several artefacts under this framework (e.g., Nataraja from USA,

Yoga Lakshmi idol)

Digital archiving and virtual tour infrastructure

Community participation frameworks

PM VIKAS Scheme

Museum modernisation and upgradation of infrastructure

Preservation of intangible cultural heritage

Development of culture infrastructure in Tier-2 and Tier-3 cities

Linking museums with the tourism ecosystem

Digital India and Virtual Museums

National Mission on Cultural Mapping (NMCM) — digitising India’s intangible cultural

heritage

DigiLocker integration with museum collection catalogues

e-Museum Portal for aggregating collections across state museums

UPSC & STATE PCS CURRENT AFFAIRS ujiyari.com ↗

International Museum Day 2026 — Museums Uniting a Divided World 5 / 10

https://ujiyari.com/


India has been increasingly active in recovering smuggled antiquities:

UPSC RELEVANCE

Keywords: International Museum Day, ICOM, UNESCO 1970 Convention, PM VIKAS, Indian Museum

Kolkata, National Museum New Delhi, CSMVS, Salar Jung Museum, ASI, repatriation, SDG 10, SDG 16, living

museum.

Sources: ICOM, Ministry of Culture India, UNESCO, PIB

Repatriation: India’s Diplomatic Tool

2022–2026: Over 300 antiquities repatriated from USA, UK, Australia, and Germany

High-profile returns negotiated during bilateral diplomatic visits (PM Modi — US, Australia summits)

Antiquities and Art Treasures Act, 1972 governs domestic regulation of antique trade

GS Paper 1 — History, Art and Culture

International Museum Day: role of museums in heritage preservation, promotion of cultural

identity

Indian cultural heritage: key museums, their significance, Indian Museum Kolkata as oldest

UNESCO conventions relevant to cultural property: 1970 (illicit trafficking), 1972 (World

Heritage), 2003 (Intangible Heritage)

Repatriation of cultural property: soft power diplomacy, bilateral negotiations

GS Paper 2 — Governance and International Relations

ICOM-UNESCO relationship: role of international NGOs in standard-setting alongside

intergovernmental bodies

UN SDGs and culture: SDG 10, 16, 17 linkages

India’s soft power: cultural diplomacy through heritage, museum diplomacy

UNESCO membership: India as founding member (1946); role in cultural conventions

UPSC & STATE PCS CURRENT AFFAIRS ujiyari.com ↗

International Museum Day 2026 — Museums Uniting a Divided World 6 / 10

https://icom.museum/
https://www.indiaculture.gov.in/
https://www.unesco.org/
https://pib.gov.in/
https://ujiyari.com/vocab/bilateral/
https://ujiyari.com/


📌  FACTS CORNER — KNOWLEDGEPEDIA

ICOM (INTERNATIONAL COUNCIL OF MUSEUMS):

INDIAN MUSEUM, KOLKATA:

UNESCO 1970 CONVENTION:

ICOM RED LIST:

INDIA’S MUSEUM POLICY MILESTONES:

Founded: 1946, Paris; headquarters: Paris

Status: NGO with formal consultative relations with UNESCO

Members: 50,000+ professionals in 141 countries

Organises International Museum Day annually on May 18 since 1977

ICOM Red List: identifies cultural objects at risk from conflict and illicit trafficking; used by
customs/police globally

Revised definition of “museum” adopted at Prague General Conference 2022

Founded: 1814 by the Asiatic Society of Bengal

Oldest and largest museum in India; oldest in the Asia-Pacific region

Location: Chowringhee Road (Jawaharlal Nehru Road), Kolkata

Key collections: archaeology, art, geology, natural history, economic botany, anthropology

Full name: Convention on the Means of Prohibiting and Preventing the Illicit Import, Export and
Transfer of Ownership of Cultural Property

Adopted: 1970, Paris; India ratified: 1977

Requires signatory states to return illegally exported cultural property

Complemented by UNIDROIT Convention 1995 (private law instrument)

Series of reference documents identifying archaeological objects and works of art most at risk

Covers regions in conflict (Afghanistan, Iraq, Syria, Yemen, Sudan, Libya, Haiti, Ukraine, etc.)

South Asian heritage (including Indian antiquities) is referenced in guidance documents

Used by Interpol, customs agencies, and auction houses globally

Union Budget 2022-23: 5 iconic sites as “living museums”

PM VIKAS (Pradhan Mantri Virasat Ka Samvardhan): museum modernisation scheme
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← NEWER ARTICLE

Modi's Norway Visit: 3rd India-Nordic
Summit, EFTA-TEPA, and...

OLDER ARTICLE →

WHO Declares Ebola PHEIC — Bundibugyo
Strain in DRC and...

RELATED EDITORIALS

THE HINDU

The Bhojshala Verdict and the Unfinished Business of the Places of Worship Act
16 May

INDIAN EXPRESS

Tagore at 165: What the Charkha Debate Tells Us About Nationalism Today
9 May

THE HINDU

Oscar Rule Change: A New Roadmap for India's Independent Cinema
8 May

HINDUSTAN TIMES

War Against British Colonialism Began Long Before 1857
5 May

Antiquities and Art Treasures Act, 1972: regulates antique trade; prohibits export of objects over 100
years old

ASI (Archaeological Survey of India): under Ministry of Culture; 3,693 centrally protected
monuments; administers site museums

300+ antiquities repatriated to India (2022–2026)
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RELATED KEY TERMS

KEY TERM

Bodh Gaya Temple Management Committee (BTMC)
The eight-member statutory body created under the Bodh Gaya Temple...

KEY TERM

Bombay Reorganisation Act, 1960
The central legislation enacted under Article 3 that bifurcated the...

KEY TERM

Classical Languages of India
Six Indian languages designated 'Classical' by the Government of India...

KEY TERM

Eighth Schedule
The constitutional list of India's 22 officially recognised languages...
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