
CHAPTER 1

BIOARCHAEOLOGICAL ETHICS:
A HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE
ON THE VALUE OF HUMAN REMAINS
PHILLIP L. WALKER

INTRODUCTION

The rapidity of technological and cultural
changein currenttimes is forcing us to con-
front a myriad of moral dilemmasoverissues
as wide rangingas the ethicsof cloning hu-
mans,the ownershipof our geneticmaterial,
and the rights of animalsrelativeto thoseof
humans.Theseethical issuesconcernthevery
natureof whatit meansto be humanandour
relationships,notonlyto otherpeople,butalso
to theplantsandanimalsthatsustainus.

Theenormousstrideswe havetakentoward
humanequalityduring this centurymeanthat
formerlydisenfranchisedand enslavedmem-
bersof minority groupsare beginningto gain
power and control over their lives. In many
countriestherehasbeena declinein the politi-
cal dominanceandmoral authority of orga-
nized religions. Notions of multiculturalism
anda growing acceptanceof themoral princi-
ple of not discriminatingagainstpeoplebased
on gender,ethnicity,or religiousbeliefsmean
that thereis no longera sharedset of cultural
valueswecanuseforguidanceindealingwith
moral issues(Cottingham,1994).

This increasedtoleranceof cultural diver-
sity posesethical dilemmasbecause,as the
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rangeof valuesystemsandreligious beliefs
that are considered socially acceptable
increases,so does the probability of social
conflict. To dealwith theseissues,manysci-
entific associationsare beginning to recon-
sider ethical principles that underlie their
researchactivities.The field of bioarchaeol-
bgy is especiallyproblematicin this respect,
positionedas it is betweenmedicine,with its
ethicalfocuson generatingscientific knowl-
edgefor use in helping individual patients,
andanthropology,with its ethical principles
thatstemfrom deepbeliefin thepowerof cul-
tural relativism to overcomeethnocentrism
andencouragetolerance.

It is in this contextthat skeletalbiologists
areincreasinglybeingforcedto adapttheirac-
tivities to thevaluesystemsof the descendants
of the peoplethey study. Humanskeletalre-
mains~remorethanutilitarianobjectsof value
forscientificresearch.Formany people,they
alsoareobjectsofreligiousvenerationof great
symbolicandcultural significance.Overthe
past thirty years, formerly disenfranchised
groupssuch as Native Americansand Aus-
tralianAborigineshaveincreasinglybeenable
toasserttheir claimsof moralauthorityto con-
trol thedispositi9nofboththe remainsof their
ancestorsandthe land theirancestorsoccupied
(Howitt, 1998;Scott, 1996).This trendtoward
repatriatingmuseumcollectionsandgranting
land rights to indigenouspeoplecanonly be
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understoodwithin a broadersocialandhistori-
calcontext.

To providethis historicalperspective,I will
describetheevolutionofreligiousbeliefsabout
thepropertreatmentof the deadandconflicts
that have arisenover the centuriesbetween
thesebeliefsand thevaluescientistsplaceon
the empiricalinformation that canbe gained
through researchon human remains.This is
followed by a discussionof the generallyac-
ceptedethicalprinciplesthat are beginningto

‘~emergein the field ofbioarchaeology.Finally,
somepracticalsuggestionsareofferedfor deal-
ing with conflicts that arisewhentheseethical
principles conflict with those of descendant
groups.

THE HISTORY OF BELIEFS
ABOUTTHE DEAD

Early in ourevolutionaryhistorypeoplebegan
to developa keen interestin the remainsof
their deadcomrades.At first thiswasundoubt-
edly simply a responseto thepracticalconsid-
erationsofremovingthe decayingremainsof a
deadrelativefrom one’sdomicile orpreventing
scavengersfrom consumingthe body. More
elaboratepatternsof mortuarybehaviorsoon
beganto develop.Cut markson thecraniaof
someof the earliestmembersof our species
show thatas earlyas600,000yearsagopeople
living at the Bodo site in Ethiopia werede-
fleshingtheheadsofthe dead(White,1986).It
hasbeensuggestedthatsuchpracticesreflecta
widespreadbelief amongour ancestorscon-
cerningthe role of the brain in reproduction
(La Barre,1984).

By 50,000 to 100,000yearsagomortuary
practiceshadevolvedintoelaboraterituals that
involvedpaintingbodieswith redochreandin-
cluding food oranimalremainswith thebody
as offerings.Throughtimetheseculturalprac-
ticesbecameassociatedwith increasinglycom-
plex religiousbeliefsthat helpedpeoplecope
with theuncertaintiesofdeath.Depositingutil-
itarian itemsandvaluablessuchasornaments
in gravesbecamecommonplacein the Upper

Paleolithicperiod. Suchpracticessuggestcon-
tinueduseoftheseitemswasanticipatedin the
afterlife. Expressionsof such beliefs canbe
found in some of the earliestsurviving reli-
gious texts.The EgyptianBook of the Dead,
for instance,providesspellsandelaboratedi-
rectionsfor useby the soulsofthe deceased
during theirjourneysin the land of the dead
(Allen, 1960;Ellis N, 1996).

Thebeliefthat thesoul persistsin anafter-
worldhasdeeprootsin Westernreligioustradi-
tions. The ancient Greeks held elaborate
funeral ritualsto help adeadperson’ssoulfind
its wayacrossthe River Styx to a community
of soulsin theunderworld.Oncein theunder-
world, therewas continuedcommunionbe-
tweentheliving andthedead.Forexample,the
soulof a deadpersoncould bereborn in a new
body if their living family memberscontinued
to attendto theirneedsby bringingthemhoney
cakesand otherspecialfoods on ceremonial
occasions(Barber, 1988).By medievaltimes
mostpeoplecontinuedto viewdeathasasemi-
permanentstate in which the living and the
spiritof thedeadpersoncouldmaintaincontact
with eachother. Folktales about ghostsand
corpsescoming to life were widespreadand
contributedto the ideaofthedeadfunctioning
in society with the living (Barber, 1988;
Caciola, 1996). The issueof integrity of the
corpseandtherelationshipof this to the after-
life dominatedmedieval discussionsof the
body: salvationbecameequatedwith whole-
ness,andhell with decayandpartitionof the
body (Bynum, 1995:114).

After theReformation,conservativeProtes-
tant groups continuedto emphasizethe pro-
found significance of a person’s physical
remainsafterdeath. In fact, oneof the more
troublesomeissuesfacingProtestantreformers
afterthe abolitionof purgatoryin theearlysix-
teenthcenturywastheneedto providea ratio-
nal explanationfor the statusof bodyandsoul
in the periodinterveningbetweendeathand
resurrection(Spellman, 1994). One strategy
for dealing with this vexing problem is pro-
videdby the constitutionfor the Old School
PresbyterianChurch,publishedin 1822,which
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assertsthat thebodiesof deceasedmembersof
the church“even in deathcontinueunited in
Christ. andrest in thegravcsas in their beds,
till at the last day they be again unitedwith
their souls.. . theselfsamebodiesof’ thedead
which werelaid in the grave,beingthenagain
raisedup by the powerof Christ”(Laderman,
1996:54).

Suchbeliefsin thecontinuanceof life after
deathremainprevalentin modernWesternso-
cieties(Cohen,1992). Recentsurveysshow
that 25% of fiuropcan adultsreport having
contactwith thedead(FtaraldssonandHout-
kooper, 1991), anda significant numberof
Americansbelievein reincarnation(Donahue,
1993; WaIter, 1993). Abouthalf ot’the people
in the United Statesbelievethat hell is areal
placein which peoplesuffereternaldamna-
tion (Marty, 1997).In anothersurvey,80%of
the North American population believes in
somekind of an afterlife (Goldhaber,1996;
Tonne, 1996). Among Canadians,40% be-
lieve in the Devil and 43%in hell (Beliefin
theDevil, 1995).

Surveysalsoshowthat, in spiteof specula-
tion aboutthesecularizingeffectsof education
and academia,most highly educatedpeople,
including professorsandscientists,areabout
as religious as otherAmericans.Anthropolo-
gists are cnc of the few groups thatdeviate
signifIcantly from themajority view that indi-
vidual humanbeingscontinueto exist in some
kind of an alierlife. Comparedto faculty in the
physicalsciences,anthropologistsarc almost
twiceas likely to be irrcligious,to neverattend
church,andonein five actuallydeclarethem-
selves“opposed”to religion(lannaceoncetal.,
1998).This is significant in the contextof the
ethical issuesconsideredin thispaperbecause
it meansthat thevaluesof theanthropologists
who do skeletalresearchwill often differ dra-
maticallyfrom thoseof descendantsot’thepeo-
ple theystudy.

Althoughthe prevalenceofconvictionin an
afterlilë appearsto havechangedrelatively lit-
tle during the twentiethcentury, the cultural
context,in which it occurshas beendramati-
cally transformed.The familiarity with death

that characterizedearlier societiesin which
peoplewere forced to confront the deaddi-
rectly on a daily basis has beenreplacedby
avoidanceof the dead.With the commercial-
ization of the burial processby the “death-
care” industryin wealthycountries,traditions
such as wakes and ritual preparationof the
deadibr burial by family membershave been
replacedby the processingof the deadin re-
mote settings (}ladonc, 1987; Horn. 1998;
Rundblad,1995).This cultural trend toward
lack of contactwith the deadhasgreatly in-
creasedthecultural gulfbetweenapublic that
haslittle familiarity with deathandskeletalre-
searchers,suchasbioarchaeologists,whocon-
front thedeadon adaily basis.

THE HISTORY OF RESEARCH
ON HUMAN REMAINS

Ambivalencetowardscientificresearchon hu-
man remainshas deeproots in Westernsoci-
eties.Fromits onset,scientificresearchon the
deadhasbecti the domain of physicianswho
were often forced to work underclandestine
conditionson thebodiesof socialoutcasts.The
earliestrecordedsystematicdissectionsof ahu-
manbody wereconductedin thefirst halfofthe
third centuryB.C., by two Greeks,1-lerophilusol’
Chalcedonand Erasistratusof Chios. These
studies.werepc~Thrmcdin Alexandria, a city
wheretraditionalGreekvalueswereweakened
by Ptolemic influences,andprobablyinvolved
vivisectionandtheuscol’condernnedcriminals
(Von Staden,1989:52—53,1992).Ln theancient
world, scientificresearchof thiskind wasex-
tremelyproblematicbecauseit violatedGreco-
Roman, Arabic, and early Judco-Christian
belief:s aboutthe afterlife, impurity, and pol-
lution (Bynurn, 1994; Eknoyan, 1994; Von
Staden,1992), In theChristianworld, anatomi-
calstudiesof the deadwere especiallytrouble-
somebecausemanypeoplefearedresurrection
wouldbe impossibleif theirbodyhadbeendis-
sected.This beliefderivedfrom theconviction
that at resurrectionthe actual body is recon-
nectedwith the soul. Peoplethus fearedthat
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dissectionwould somehowinterferewith this
processandleavethesouleternallywandering
aroundin searchof lostparts(Bynum,1994).

During theRenaissancethe strengthof reli-
gious sanctionsagainst dissectionbegan to
weakenand,by thesixteenthcentury,surgeons
in Protestantcountriessuchas Englandwere
officially giventheauthorityto takethebodies
of hangedcriminalsfor usein theiranatomical
studies.This practicchadthe dualpurposeof
furtheringthehealingartsandservingasade-
terrcntto criminalswho fearedthedesecration
of theirbodies(Humphrey,1973; Wilf, 1989).
The repugnanceof being dissectedwas so
greatthatriotssometimeseruptedafterexecu-
tionsoverthedispositionofthebodies.Samuel
Richardsonobservedoneofthesespectacles:
“As soonas thepoorcreatureswerehalf-dead,
I wasmuchsurprised,beforesuchanumberof
peace-officers,to seethepopulacefall tohaul-
ing and pulling the carcasseswith so much
earnestness,as to occasionseveralwarmen-
counters,andbrokenheads.These,I wastold,
werethe friendsof thepersonexccuted,orsuch
as,for the sakeof tumult,choseto appearso,
andsomepersonssentby privatesurgeonsto
obtainbodiesfor dissection.Thecontestsbe-
tweenthesewere fierceandbloody,and fright-
liii to look at” (Richardson,1987).

Asappreciationfor themedicalvalueofthe
informationthatcould begainedthroughdis-
sectionincreased,so did the needfor anatomi-
calspecimens.Soonthedemandforbodiesfor
usein teachingandresearchoutstrippedthele-
gal supply of executedcriminals, andphysi-
cians increasinglybeganto obtain cadavcrs
through robbing graves and hiring body-
snatcherswho were referredto as “resurrec-
tionists” (Hutchens, 1997; Millican, 1992;
Schultz,1992).This practicewaswidespread
andpersistedwell into thetwentiethcenturyin
somepartsof the UnitedStates.Thedesirefor
bodiesevenledto the seriesof infamousmur-
derscommittedby William BurkeandWilliam
Harein Edinburghin the I 820s,with the aim
of supplying dissectionsubjectstoDr. Robert
Knox, the anatomist.Hare turnedking’s evi-
dence,Burke was hangedfor his crimes,and

the incident led to controlling legislation in
Britain.

Grave-robbingactivities sometimes met
with violent public resistance.In 1788, for ex-
ample, NewYorkersrioted for threedaysafter
somechildrenpeeredthroughwindowsof the
SocietyoftheHospitaloftheCity of NewYOrk
anddiscoveredmedicalstudentsdissectinghu-
mancadavers,oneof whom turnedout to be
theirrecentlydeceasedmother.A mobof five
thousandeventuallystormedthehospitaland
thejail whereseveraldoctorshadtakenrefugc.
The militia hadtobecallcd in andfinally dis-
persedtho crowd by firing musketsinto it.

To avoid problemssuchasthis, the profes-
sional bodysnatchershircdby medicalschools
concentratedon robbingthc gravesof thepoor
andpowerless.The cemeteriesof almshouscs
werefavorite targetsand, in theUnited States,
African-Americangraveyardswere favoredas
placesto plunder.Upon visiting Baltimore in
1835,Harriet Martineaucommentedthatthe
bodies used for dissection were exclusively
those of African Americans“because the
whitesdo not like it, andthecolouredpeople
cannotresist” (Martincau,1838:140).

Although muchof the early anatomicalre-
searchfocusedon resolvingissuesconcerning
physiology and surgical anatomy, from the
beginning skeletal studies with a decidedly
anthropologicalflavor were done to answer
questionsrelatedtohumanvariationandadapta-
tion. As earlyas440n.e., 1-lerodotus(484—425
n.e.)reportedon aninvestigationinto theeffect
oftheenvironmenton thestrengthof theskull:

On the field wherethisbattle was fought I
sawaverywondcrt’uIthing which thenatives
pointedout tome. Thebonesof theslainlic
scattereduponthefield in two lots, thoseof
thePersiansin oneplaceby themselves,us
the bodies lay at the first—thoseof the
F~gyptiansin anotherplaceap~r1from them.
If, then,you strike thePersianskulls, even
with a pebble,they arc so weak, that you
break a hole in them;but theEgyptianskulls
aresostrong,thatyou maysmitethem with a
stoneand you will scarcely break them in.
They gave mc the following reason for this
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diffcrcncc, which seemedto mc likely
enough:TheF~gyptians(theysaid)from early
childhoodhavetheheadshaved,andsoby the
actionof thesuntheskull becomesthick and
hard.(I lerodotus,1990)

Much of the earlyanatomicalwork on hu-
man variation had its roots in the belief of
Aristotle and his contemporariesthat Nature
was organizedhierarchicallyas a continuous
chain. Hewas certainthat all otheranimalsex-
istedfor thesakeof Man.Thisviewof the world
providedausefulframeworkfor comprehending
theenormouscomplexity of the naturalworld
andalsohadtheappealof rationalizingthestrat-
ified natureof Greek society with powerful
rulersanda social elite at the top andtheslaves
atthebottom(Clutton-Brock,1995).

By the MiddleAgesthis hierarchicalview
of the world hadbeentransformedinto the
Christiandoctrinein which the worldwasseen
as a perfectexpressionof God’s will that de-
scendedin continuoussuccessionthrough a
“Great(hainof Being” from the perfectionof
the creatorto the dregsof things at the very
bottomof creation.Thisperspectivepermeated
much of the work of earlynaturalhistorians
suchas JohnRay,who developedthedoctrine
of “natural theology,” in which he arguedthat
thepowerofGod couldbe understoodthrough
the study of his creation,the natural world
(Ray,1692).In this context, thedescriptionof
biological variation, including that found
amonghumans,wasa frankly religiousactivity
in which the explorationof the fabric of the
naturalworld atboth its macroscopicandmi-
croscopiclevels wasseenasa wayofrevealing
the“divine architect’s”plan forthe universe.

The expandedview of biological diversity
provided by the specimensbrought back by
ColumbusandotherearlyEuropeanexplorers
stimulateda frenzy of speciesdescriptionand
the first detailedanatomicalstudiesof thedif-
farcnccsbetweenapesandhumans.Through
his careful dissections of a chimpanzee,
Lidward Tyson (1650—1708)was able to de-
bunk mythsbasedon the reportsof classical
authorssuchasHomer, Herodotus,andAris-

totle thathumankindcontainedseveralspecies
including“satyrs’ “sphinges,”and“pygmies:’
and in 1779 Charles Bonnet (1720—1793)
wrote a detailedaccountof the orangutanin
which henotedacloserelationshipto us,albeit
with the“lowestraces”ofourspecies(Bonnet,
1779;Clutton-Brcck, 1995;1~’son,1966).

After resolvingthc issueofwhetherhumans
and apesare membersof the samespecies,
F~nlightenmentscholarswerestill facedwith
the problemof interpretingthepreviouslyun-
suspectedextentof humanbiological andcul-
tural diversity revealedby Europeancolonial
expansioninto remote areas of the world.
Linnaeus,l~rexample,recognizedfive divi-
sions of our genus,which included “Homo
monstrosus,”a catchallcategoryfor a variety
of mythical creaturesreportedby earlyexplor-
ers.Thedebatesoontookon a strongreligious
Ilavor andbeganto focusupon how theempir-
ical factsof humanvariation could be made
congruentwith biblical accountsof Adamand
EveandtheTowerof Babel.Interpretationsof
humandiversity becamesharplydivided be-
tweenthe adherentsof thetheoryof’ monogen-
esis,which tracedall humansto a singleorigin
in the Gardenof Eden,and the adherentsof
polygenesis,who rejectedthecriteriaof inter-
fertility asthebasisfor the identificationof bi-
ological species and took the unorthodox
positionthat Europeans,Africans,Asians,and
NativeAmericanswerederivedfrom different
ancestralforms.

By the endof the eighteenthcentury,evi-
denceobtainedfrom human skeletalremains
beganto assumeanincreasinglyimportantrole
in thesedebatesover the originsand signifi-
canceof humanbiological andculturaldiffer-
ences.Cranialevidence(atotal of 82 skulls),
for instance,figuredprominentlyin the famous
doctoral thesisof JohannFriedi-ich Blumen-
bach(1752- 1840) in which he argued that
modernhumandiversityhadarisenasaconse-
quenceofthedegenerationof aprimordial type
(varietas primigenia) whose closest living
approximationcould be Ibundin thepeopleof
the CaucasusMountains(Blurnenbachet al.,
1865). Such studiesgeneratedconsiderable
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interestin humancranialvariation,andsoon
systematiceffortswere begunto assemblere-
searchcollectionsof humanskeletalmaterial
from throughouttheworld.

In theUnitedStates,researchon population
differencesin cranialmorphologywas domi-
natedby SamuelGeorgeMorton (1799—1851),
aphysicianfrom Philadelphia.Morton studied
medicineattheUniversityof Edinburghwhere
he was influencedby theoriesof polygenism
andthehereditarianviewsof phrenologiststhat
were in vogue at the time (Spencer,1983).
UnderlyingMorton’s carefulcraniometricre-
searchwasthebasictheoreticalassumptionof
phrenology:differencesin skull shapecorre-
spondedto differencesin theshapeofthebrain
andconsequentdifferencesin brain function.
To testthesetheories,Morton amasseda large
collectionof humancraniafrom all overthe
worldthathecomparedusingcranialmeasure-
ments.From this he deriveda hierarchyof
racial types with blacks at the bottom,
AmericanIndiansintermediate,andwhitesat
thetop (Morton, 1839).

Morton’scraniometricapproachto under-
standing human variation set the stage for
much of the osteological researchdone by
physicalanthropologistsduringtherestof the
nineteenthcentury.Mostof thiswork was ty-
pologicalin orientationandfocuseduponthe
classificationof peopleinto broadcategories
such as brachycephalic(round-headed)or
dolichocephalic(long-headed)basedonratios
of measurements.Although acceptanceof the
monogeneticists’theorythatall humanstrace
their ancestryto a singleorigin graduallyin-
creased,especiallyafter the publication of
Darwin’s theoryofnaturalselection,a~ypolog-
ical, craniometricallyorientedapproachem-
phasizingtaxonomicdescriptionanddefinition
over functional interpretationpersistedwell
into themiddle of thetwentiethcenturyin the
work of influential skeletalbiologistssuchas
Ale~Hrdli~ka(1869—1943)andErnestHooton
(1887—1954).

Thereareseveralreasonsfor the remarkable
tenacityof thetypologicalemphasisin research
on humanskeletalremains.First, thereis the

ideathathumanvariationcanbeadequatelyac-
commodatedby. afew fundamentallydifferent
racialtypes,whichconvenientlycoincideswith
beliefsin racialinferiority andsuperioritythat
continueto persist in modernsocieties.The
ideaof astraightforwardrelationshipbetween
the shapeof aperson’sskull andtheir genetic
makeupalsowas seductiveto physicalanthro-
pologistsbecauseit meantthatcranialdiffer-
encescould be usedas a powerful tool to
further oneof anthropology’sprinciple goals:
producingdetailedreconstructionsofpopula-
tion movementsand historical relationships.
Finally, thereis apracticalconsiderationbehind
thepersistenceof thetypologicalorientationof
skeletalresearch.Until recently,the computa-
tionalproblemsof someoneattemptingto sta-
tistically comparequantitative observations
madeon skeletalcollectionsof anymeaningful
sizewerepracticallyinsurmountable.The typo-
logical approach,with all of its simplifying
assumptionsandlossof informationon within-
groupheterogeneity,offeredacost-effectiveal-
ternativeto thispracticaldilemma.

The lastpoint is nicely illustratedby thean-
thropometricwork ofFranzBoas(1858—1942),
the founderof Americananthropologyanda
strongopponentof simplistic hereditarianin-
terpretationsof humanvariation.Throughhis
anthropomeiricstudiesof Europeanswho im-
migrated to the United States,Boas showed
thatthe shapeof thecranialvault, atrait nine-
teenth-centuryracial typologistshadfixated
upon,is highly responsiveto environmentalin-
fluencesandthusof limited valuein taxonomic
analysis(Boas, 1912).Boasrealizedthepoten-
tial ofanthropometricresearchfor elucidating
the cultural and biological history of our
speciesandfrom 1888 to 1903 workedto as-
sembleanthropometricdataon 15,000Native
Americansand2,000 Siberians(Jantzet al.,
1992). Iii contrastto Hrdliz~kaandmanyof his
othercontemporaries,Boasrealizedtheneces-
sity of statisticalanalysisfor understandingthe
variability within thesesamples.Unfortunately,
thecomputationalcapabilitiesof thedatapro-
cessingtools that were availableat thebegin-
ning of the nineteenthcentury(i.e.,pencil and
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paper)mademeaningfulanalysisof theinfor-
mationon humanvariation containedwithin
thismonumentalcollectionof anthropometric
observationsimpossible(Jantz, 1995). Con-
sèquently,almostnothingwasdonewith these
datauntil afew yearsagowhenavailability of
computerswith adequatedatastorageandpro-
cessingcapabilitymadetheir analysispossible
(seePietrusewsky,Chapter14).

During the past thirty years,physicalan-
thropology has finally escaped from the
methodologicaland conceptualshackles of
nineteenth-centuryracialtypologyResearchon
the skeletalremainsof earlierhumanpopula-
tionshasenteredavibrantnewphasein which
thegreatpotentialBoassawin studiesof hu-
manvariationasasourceof insightsinto thebi-
ologicalandculturalevolutionof humankindis
beginningto be realized.This paradigmshift
has involved replacingthe futile nineteenth-
century preoccupationwith drawing stable
boundariesaroundpopulations,whosebiologi-
cal andcultural makeupis constantlyin flux,
with new evolutionaryecological approaches
thatrecognizethecomplexityandadaptivesig-
nificanceof interactionsbetweengeneticvari-
ability ai~ddevelopmentalplasticity. This
theoreticalreorientationhasresultedin anew
bioarchaeologicalapproachto the analysisof
skeletal remains from earlier human pop-
ulationsthat usescultural, biological,andpale-
oenvironmental evidence to illuminate the
processesof humanadaptation(Larsen,1997).
With thisnewapproachhascomeanincreasing
appreciationfor themanywaystheremainsof
ourancestorscanhelpusto bothbetterunder-
standanddevisesolutionsto themany seem-
ingly intractableproblemsof violence,disease,
andsocialinequity thatwecurrentlyface.

THE SOURCES OF SKELETAL
COLLECTIONS

To fully appreciatethe concernsthat modern
indigenouspeoplehave aboutcollections of
humanskeletons,it is necessaryto understand
thehistoricalandsocialcontextin whichskele-

tal collectionshavebeenmadethroughouthis-
tory. Thepracticeof collectinghumanskeletal
remainsaswar trophiesandforreligiouspur-
poseshasdeephistoricalroots.It hasbeenar-
guedthattakingtheheadsof thedeadto obtain
theirpoweris amongtheearliestof ritualprac-
tices(LaBarre, 1984). In thepast,thetakingof
heads,scalps,andotherbodypartsduringwar-
fare was a widespreadpractice, especially
among Native Americansand Melanesians,
andcannearlybeconsideredaculturaluniver-
sal (Driver, 1969; Harner, 1972; Olsen and
Shipman,1994;Owsleyetal., 1994;Whiteand
Toth, 1991; Willey and Emerson, 1993).
Althoughsuppressedin modernsocieties,such
practicescontinuein theform of thecollection
of “trophy skulls” from battlefieldsby modern
soldiers(McCarthy, 1994; SledzikandOusley,
1991).

AmongChristians,thebeliefthatproximity
to the bonesand otherbody parts of saints
couldbring miracleswas commonas early as
the fourth centuryA.D. Thisuseof humanre-
mainsasobjectsof religiousvenerationgradu-
ally resultedin theaccumulationof substantial
skeletalcollections.By theninthcenturythere-
mainsof martyrshadbecomeso valuablethat
competitionbetweenreligiouscenterscreateda
regularcommercethatsometimesdegenerated
to thepointof meleesbetweenmonksattempt-
ing seizethebodiesofmartyrsby forceof arms
(Gauthier,1986;Geary,1978;Thurston,1913).
Thebeliefthatthemiraculouspowersofimpor-
tantreligious figurescouldbeaccessedthrough
their bonesstimulatedalively marketin human
remains.At onepoint 19 churchesclaimedto
possessthe mandible of John the Baptist
(Collin dePlancy~1821).Philip 11(1556—1598)
of Spain,azealousCatholic,commissionedan
envoyto collect theremainsof asmanysaints
andmartyrsashecould, andassembledacol-
lection of 11 completeskeletonsalong with
thousandsof skulls, long bones,andothermis-
cellaneousskeletalelementsat his residence,
theEscorialnearMadrid(Wittlin, 1949).Belief
in the magicalpowersof humanremainswas
not limited to thoseof Catholicsaints.Whenan
Egyptianmummy was obtainedby Leipzig,
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G~rmany,in 1693it soonbecameatourist at-
traction owing to the Commonbelief “that it
piercethall parts, restoreswastedlimbs, con-
sumption,hcckticks,andcuresall ulcersand
corruption”(Wittlin, 1949).

Until themiddle ofthe cightcenthcentury,
Europehadno museumcollectionsin themod-
em sensc.Instead,therewere vastcollections
heldby monarchsandtheCatholicChurchthat
functioned as reliquaries, storehouses,and
treasuries.During the Linlightenment,astrong
beliefin thepowerofempiricalinvestigations
of thenaturalworld asa methodfor thediscov-
ery pf God’s laws broughtwith it a needfor
museumswhosepurposewas thepreservation
of historicalartifacts and naturalobjects for
scientific scrutiny. At first thesecollections
took the form of “curio cabinets”maintained
by wealthy aristocratsfor their personalre-
search and the edification of their friends.
Manyof theseearlycollectorswerephysicians
and,owing to their professionalinterestin hu-
mananatomy,theynaturally includedhuman
skeletonsandpreservedanatomicalspecimens
in theircabinets.For example,the largecollec-
tion amassedby SirHansSloane(1660—1753),
the personalphysician to QueenAnne and
King GeorgeII, includedanumberof human
skeletons.UponSloane’sdeath,theseskeletons
andtherestof his collectionwere bequeathed
to the British Parliamentata nominal sumand
servedas thenucleusofthe British Museum’s
natural historycollection. In America,schol-
arly associationssuchasTheLibraryCompany
of Philadelphia,which wasLbrmed in 1731 by
BenjaminFranklinandhis colleagues,beganto
maintaincollectionsthatincludedanatomical
specimensand, around the sametime, the
Pennsylvaniahospital in Philadelphiaestab-
lished its teachingcabinetwith the acquisition
of ahumanskeletonandaseriesof anatomical
models(Orosz,1990:16-17).

Thcsecollectionsof skeletonsandanatomi-
cal specimenswereofgreatvaluebecausethey
madeit possibleto provideinstructionin surgi-
cal anatomywithoutoffendingChristianswho
hadreligiousobjectionsto thedissectionof ca-
davers.During the last half of the eighteenth

century,theinadequaciesof theold systemof
learninganatomyby studyingmodelsandoc-
casionallyobservinga demonstratordissecta
criminal’sbodybecameincreasinglyapparent.
With thegrowth of medicalknowledge,aspir-
ing surgeonsbeganclamoringformorehands-
on experience so they could avoid the
horrifying prospectof learning their trade
through thebutcheryof their first living pa-
tients.Thisdesirewas reinforcedby agrowing
public recognitionof the valueof beingoper-
atedupon by someonewith practicalexperi-
encein dissection.

Thesesocialpressuresresultedin an expo-
nentialincreasein thedemandforcadavers.To
meetthis need,“anatomicalacts”were eventu-
ally passedthatexpandedthe legalsourcesof
cadaversto includethe victims of duels,sui-
cides,and, mostimportantly,unclaimedbod-
ies. The demandwas so greatthat this new
legal supply of bodieswas often inadequate.
and,throughoutthe nineteenthcentury,med-
ical schoolswerestill enlistingthe servicesof
bodysnatchersto obtaintheirinstructionalma-
terials(Blake, 1955;Blakely Ctal., 1997; New-
man,1957).

Althoughthe increasein dissections.opened
thepossibilityofincreasingthescopeof skele-
tal collections,thispotentialwasnot fully real-
i7cd.Collectionsweremadeof specimenswith
interestinganomaliesandpathological,condi-
tionsbut,asarule,therestof thedissectedper-
son’s skeletonwas disposedof in what often
seemsto havebeenacavalierfashion(Biakely,
1997:167).Fromwhatcan be discernedfrom
the remnantsof nineteenth-centurymedical
schoolcollectionsthatsurvivetoday,little effort
wasmadetocreatecarefullydocumentedskele-
tal collectionsof knownageandsex for usein
assessingthenormal rangeofhumanvariation.
Thefailure to createsuchsystematiccollections
probablystemsin part from the prevalenceof
racistviewsthatminimized theimportanceof
variation within groupsand exaggeratedthe
significanceof populationdifferences.

The immensityof the carnagebroughtby
theCivil Warprofoundlyaffectedattitudesto-
ward thedeadin theUnitedStates(Ladernian,
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1996).The war desensitizedpeopleto death
andthis madeit possibleto view corpseswith
increasingdetachment.At the sametime, the
logisticproblemsthemilitary facedinpreserv-
ing the bodiesof so manydeadsoldiers for
transportationback to their families turned
corpsesinto commoditiesthat neededto be
processedby professionalssuchasdoctorsand
undertakers.In thiscontextofmassslaughter,
rising professionalism,andgrowing rejection
of religiousbeliefs in the resurrectionof the
body,surgeonsstrugglingto devisestandard-
ized treatmentsfor the sometimeshorri~ing
injuries theyfacedbeganto viewautopsiesand
othermedicalresearchon deadsoldiersas an
ethical imperative.To accommodatethis re-
search the Army Medical Museum was
foundedin 1862 asarepositoryfor thousands
of skeletalspecimens,preservedorgans,pho-
iographs,andothermedicalrecordsobtained
during the treatmentand autopsyof military
casualties(Barnes et al., 1870; Otis and
Woodward,1865).

At thecloseoftheCivil War,army doctors
shiftedthe focusof their collecting activities
toward medical concernsarising from the
Indianwars in thewesternUnitedStates,such
asthetreatmentof arrow wounds(Bill, 1862;
Parker,1883;Wilson, 1901).Oneaspectofthis
work involvedthe collection,ofNativeAmer-
icancraniaandartifactsfrom battlefieldsand
cemeteries.This was implementedthrougha
letterfrom theSurgeonGeneral’sOffice,dated
January13, 1868,thatstated:“Will you allow
me to askyour kind interpositionin. urging
uponthe medicalofficers in yourdepartments
the importanceof collecting for the Army
Medical Museumspecimensof Indian Crania
andof Indian WeaponsandUtensils,so faras
theymay beableto procurethem.” Otherdoc-
umentsmake it clear that thesecollections
were made under the protestof the Indians
whosegraveswerebeingraidedandthatsuch
activitiescouldevenresultin furtherhostilities
with theIndians(Bieder, 1992).Althoughgov-
ernmentsanctionedgraverobbingof this kind
eventuallystopped,it understandablycontinues
to provokeoutrageamongthedescendantsof

thepeoplewhosebodieswere stolen(Riding
In, 1992).

Beginning in themiddle of the nineteenth
century largepublicnaturalhistorymuseums
beganto be establishedwhosegoalswereboth
popular education and scholarly research
(Orosz,1990).Thesemuseumsprovidedanin-
stitutional framework within whichthe large
skeletalcollectionscouldbeconsolidatedfrom
the smallerprivate collectionsof physicians
andwealthyamateurarchaeologists.Thesenew
museumshadtheresourcesnecessaryto main-
tainstaffsof professionalresearchscientists
andto augmenttheir osteologicalcollections
throughpurchasesfromprivatecollectorsand
thesponsorshipof archaeologicalexpeditions
throughouttheworld.

In theUnitedStates,themostimportantnat-
ural history museumsfrom the perspectiveof
collectionsof humanskeletalremainsare the
SmithsonianInstitution,foundedin 1846,the
PeabodyMuseum of Archaeologyand Eth-
nolog~founded1866,theAmericanMuseum
of Natural Histor)ç founded in 1869, the
HarvardPeabodyMuseumofArchaeologyand
Ethnology,founded in 1866, the Columbian
Museumof Chicago(nowthe ChicagoField
Museum),foundedin 1893,theLowie Museum
of Anthropology (now the PhoebeHearst
Museum),foundedin 1901,andtheSanDiego
Museumof Man, founde4in 1915.During the
twentiethcenturythenumberof museumswith
significantholdingsof humanskeletalremains
rapidly increasedandby 1998about700federal
andprivate institutionspossessedskeletalre-
mainsfromanestimated110,000individuals.

The researchvalue of these collections
variesenormouslydependingupon thecondi-
tionsunderwhichtheywere collected.Owing
to the cranial typology orientation of nine-
teenth-centuryphysicians,mostof thematerial
collectedbeforethebeginningof the twentieth
centuryconsistsof isolatedcrania,lackingas-
sociatedmandibles or infracranial remains.
Becauseof the predispositionof these re-
searchersto interprethumanvariation within a
frameworkof stabletypesthatwerecompara-
tively inununeto environmentalinfluences,
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mostof them lack adequateproveniencein-
formationandaresimply labeledin termsof
preconceivedracial categoriesor broadgeo-
graphicalregions.All of thesefactorsgreatly
reducethe value of such collectionsfor re-
searchpurposes.Fortunately,mostoftheskele-
tal material inmuseumsderivesfromthework
ofprofessionalarchaeologistsandisassociated
with atleastsomecontextualinformationthat
allowstheindividual to beplacedin amean-
ingful historical,environmental,andcultural
context.This typeof informationis essential
formodernbioarchaeologicalresearch,which
reliesheavilyon contextualinformationto re-
constructtheculturalecologyofearlierhuman
populations.

During the first half of the twentiethcen-
tury, severalvisionaryanatomistsrealizedthe
valueof havingskeletonsfrom individualsof
knownage,sex,andethnicbackgroundfor use
in anthropologicalandforensicresearchon the
effectsthatenvironmentalandgeneticfactors
have on health,disease,and morphological
variation. Working in conjunction with the
teachingprogramsof medical schools,these
researcherscarefully recordedanthropometric
data,vital statistics,healthhistories,andother
relevantinformationon the peoplescheduled
for dissection.Afterwardstheypreparedtheir
skeletonsforcurationin researchcollections.
Threeof the largestof thesedissectionroom
collections were establishedin the United
States,attheWashingtonUniversity Schoolof
Medicinein St. Louis, the WesternReserve
University in Cleveland,andHowardUniver-
sity in Washington,D.C.

A central figure in the creationof these
collections is William Montague Cobb
(1904—1990). Cobb, an African-American,
whowas anacknowledgedactivistleaderin the
African American community, realized the
valuethatempirical dataon humanvariation
hasasan antidoteto racism(seealsoUbelaker,
Chapter2).After receivinghismedicaldegree
at Howard University, he did postgraduate
studies at the Western Reserve University.
wherehehelpedT. WingateTodd(1885—1938)
assemblethat university’sskeletalcollection.

After writingadoctoraldissertationon anthro-
pologicalmaterials,which includedinforma-
tionon thegeographicandethnicoriginsof the
peoplewho contributedtheir skeletonsto the
WesternReservecollection,Cobbreturnedto
Washingtonwherehe createdasimilar collec-
tion at HowardUniversity (Cobb, 1936). A
prolific author and dedicated teacherof
anatomy,Cobbusedhisunderstandingof hu-
manbiology, which in partwas derivedfrom
dissectionsandskeletalresearch,to improve
the health and reinforce the civil rights .of
AfricanAmericans(Cobb, 1939;Cobb, 1948;
Rankin-Hill andBlakey,1994).

In GreatBritain andEurope,a differentap-
proachhasbeentakento thecreationofknown
ageandsexskeletalcollectionsfor usein an-
thropological research.The crypts outside
SaintBride’sChurch,London,were disturbed
throughbombingduring World War H. Res-
toration of the churchhasresultedin adocu-
mentedcollectionof skeletalremainsdating
from the mid-eighteenthcentury(Huda and
Bowman,1995; ScheuerandBowman,1995).
Similarcollectionsofpeopleofknownageand
sexfromhistoric cemeterieshavebeenestab-
lished in Coimbra, Portugal(Cunha, 1995),
Lisbon,Portugal,Geneva,Switzerland(Gem-
merich, 1997)andHallstatt,Austria(Sjøvold,
1990,1993).However,agreatmanyanatomi-
cal collectionsof skeletonsof nineteenth-and
twentieth-centuryindividualsexistin anatomy
departmentsand medical schoolsthroughout
Europe,Britain, andothercountries.

THE VALUE OF HUMAN
SKELETAL REMAINS

In the ongoingdebateoverthedispositionand
scientificanalysisofancienthumanremainsin
museumcollections,thereis atendencyfor the
ethical issuessurroundingskeletal research
andthemaintenanceof skeletalcollectionsto
be reducedto simplistic oppositions:science
versusreligion, right versuswrong,andsoon.
Although framing the complexsocial issues
underlyingthedebatein this waymaybepolit-
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ically expedient,it is counterproductivefor
anyoneseekinga solution that balancesthe
concernsof descendantsagainstthoseof the
scientificcommunity

Frommy briefdiscussionof the evolution
of beliefsabouthumanremains,it is obvious
thatthe detailsof the rituals peoplehavede-
visedfor thetreatmentof thedeadhavevaried
enormouslyamongthe culturesof the world
throughtime.The practiceof funeral rites by
friendsandrelativesandtheuseofamethodof
disposingof the bodyappearto behumanuni-
versalsbut, beyondthat, thereis little unifor-
mity (Brown, 1991; Murdock, 1945). This
diversityof beliefsabouthow thedeadshould
betreatedposesethical dilemmasfor bioar-
chaeologistswhenthe~,rscientific work con-
flicts with thebeliefsof the descendantsof the
peoplewhoseremainstheystudy.

Oneapproachto resolvingdisputesoverre-
searchon ancientskeletalremainsis to view
suchdisagreementsas cultural issuesarising
from competingvaluesystems(Goldsteinand
K.intigh, 1990). Conceivingof disputesover
thetreatmentof the deadas productsof con-
flicting value systemsavoidspolemics and
self-righteousposturingin whicheachsidebat-
tlesformoralsuperiorityandinsteadpromotes
communicationand mutual understanding.
This can eventuallyresult in the discoveryof
solutionsthatareconsistentwith thevaluesys-
temsofbothpartiesin thedispute.

Theonlyjustificationfor thestudyof skele-
tal remainsfrom earlierhumanpopulationsis
that such researchyields information that is
usefultomodernpeople.Althoughthevalueof
skeletalresearchseemsself-evidentto thepeo-
ple who conductit, therearemanyindigenous
peoplewho feel thatsuchwork is not only use-
less,but alsoextremelyharmful owing to the
damageit doesto them andthespirits of their
ancestors.This conflictbetweenthevaluessci-
entistsanddescendantgroupsattachto human
remainsis centralto themostimportantethical
dilemmasbioarchaeologistsface.Sincemutual
understandingis a prerequisitefor finding a
commongroundbetweentheseapparentlyin-
commensurableworld views, it is useful to

briefly describethe valuesscientistsandde-
scendantgroupsattach to ancienthumanre-
mains.

Bioarchaeologistsfocus their researchon
ancienthumanskeletalremains,not out of idle
scientific curiosity, but insteadbecausethey
believethat the informationcontainedwithin
theremainsof ourancestorsisofgreatvalueto
modempeople.Humanskeletalremainsarea
uniquesourceof information on the genetic
and physiological responsesour ancestors
madeto the challengesposedby pastnatural
andsocioculturalenvironments.Consequently,
they providean extremelyvaluableadaptive
perspectiveon thehistory ofourspecies.

Mostofwhatweknowaboutourrecenthis-
tory is basedon inferencesderivedthrough
analysisof artifacts,documents,oral histories,
andotherproductsof humanculturalactivity
Owingto their symboliccontent,suchcultural
artifactsaredifficult to interpretandoftencon-
sistentwith multiple, sometimescontradictory
views of thepast.The subjectiveaspectsof at-
temptingto interpretculturalartifactsfrom the
perspectiveof ourcurrentcultural milieu are
well recognized:Historical works oftenreveal
moreabouttheculturalvaluesandpolitical bi-
asesof the historianthantheydo aboutthe re-
alityof thehistoricaleventbeingdescribed.All
historiansareproductsof theculture in which
theylive, andtheyarealwaysselectivein what
theyreport.

Becauseof its biologicalbasisin thephysi-
ological processesof growth, development,
andacclimatizationto environmentalchange,
the information about interactionswith past
environmentsencodedin humanremainspro-
videsanextremelyvaluablecomparativebasis
for evaluatinginterpretationsofthepastbased
on artifacts, documents,and other culture-
based-sources.The historicaldataprovidedby
skeletalstudiesareofsuchgreatvaluebecause
the methodologicalproblemsinherent in ex-
tracting evidencefrom a skeletonare com-
pletely different from thosehistoriansface
whenthey attemptto interpret the historical
significance of the cultural products with
whichtheywork. Theonlyway wecan reduce
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thecultural biasesthatdistort our understand-
ingof pasteventsis throughcollectinga diver-
sity of evidence from sources that are
susceptibleto differenttypesof interpretative
error. Thegreaterthediversityoftheevidence
we haveaboutthe past,the easierit is to rule
out alternativeinterpretationsthatareunlikely
to reflect actualevents.By usinga seriesof
data sourcesthat, standingalone,would be
opento manydifferentinterpretations,it is in
this way possibleto triangulateon whatreally
happenedin thepast.

The uniqueperspectivethat skeletalevi-
denceprovideson the historyof ourspecies
makesit apotentweaponagainstcultural rel-
ativistsand historicalrevisionistswho view
thepastas asourceofraw materialsthey can
exploitto refashionhistory into whatevernar-
rative is currentlyconsideredau courant or
politically expedient.In someschoolsofpost-
modernistthought,historyis viewedasasym-
bolic constructdevoidof anyobjectivetruth:
all we are left with is an endlessprocessof
constructingconflictingnarrativesaboutthe
pastthatareall of equalmerit or areonly of
merit becausetheyaredifferent. In somerati-
fied cornersof thehumanities,thepossibility
of knowingwith certaintythat voluminously
documentedhistorical events such as the
Holocaust actually occurred is actively de-
bated(Braun, 1994; Friedman,1998; Jordan,
1995; Kellner, 1994). In the world of these
theorists, people interestedin discovering
whathappenedin theHolocaustaredoomedto
anacademiclife of continuouslyrevisualizing
andrecontextualizingsubjectiveimpressions
of subjectivedescriptionsof the slaughterof
millions of people into new, contradictory
and,fromtheirperspectives,moremeaningful
imaginationsof thepast.

In contrastto thesymbolicproblemsinher-
ent in historical reconstructionsbasedupon
written records and oral histories, human
skeletalremainsprovideadirect sourceof evi-
denceaboutthelivesanddeathsof ancientand
modempeoplethatis, at afundamentallevel,
free from cultural bias(Walker, 1997). The
skeletonsofthepeopleburiedrow uponrow at

concentrationcampssuchasTerezin,theracks
of skullsfrom theCambodiankilling fielusat
Tuol SlengPrison,andthe cut markson the
skeletonsof thehundredsof massacredprehis-
toric Native Americans unceremoniously
buried attheCrowCreeksite in SouthDakota
speakvolumesaboutrealhistoricaleventsthat
endedthelives ofrealpeople.

in certainrespects,bonesdonot lie.To give
aspecificexamplefrom my ownresearch,the
presenceof lesionsindicativeof severe,re-
peatedphysicalabusein theskeletonsofchil-
drenmurderedby theirparentssayssomething
veryspecificaboutahistoryof traumaticexpe-
riencesthatachild sufferedduringitsshortlife
(Walker,2000;Walkeretal., 1997).Although
multiple“narratives”canbeconstructedbased
on thepresenceof suchlesions(thechild was
extraordinarilyclumsyor accidentprone,the
child’sparentsrepeatedlybeathim overapro-
longedperiod until he died, andso on), at a
fundamentallevel suchskeletalevidencesays
somethingindisputableaboutaphysicalinter-
actionthat tookplacebetweenthedeadchild
andhis or her physical environment.Unlike
written recordsor oral histories,human re-
mainsarenot culture-dependentsymboliccon-
structs.Insteadtheyprovidean extraordinarily
detailedmaterialrecordof actualphysicalin-
teractionsthatoccurredbetweenourancestors
and their natural and socioculturalenviron-
ments.As such,humanremainsareextremely
valuablesourcesof evidenceforreconstructing
whatactuallyhappenedin thepast.

This esotericview that bioarchaeologists
holdconcerningthe centralrole that collec-.
tionsofhumanskeletalremainsplayin helping
usto obtainanobjectiveview of historyis not
widespread.The vastmajority of the world’s
populationviews humanremainswith amix-
tureof morbid fascinationanddreadbecause
they serve as such vivid remindersof one’s
ownmortalityandimpendingdeath.Thesym-
bolic saliencyof directly confrontinga dead
personhasbeendeftlyexploitedfora diversity
of religious,political,andeconomicpurposes.
Throughoutthe world, in manydifferentset-
tings, humanremainsareplacedonpublicdis-
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playandusedin waysdesignedto fostergroup
cohesionand legitimize religiousor political
authority. During timesof socialinstability, it
is commonfor thesesameremainsto be de-
stroyedorhumiliatedto weakenanddisrupt the
groupsolidaritytheyoncefostered(Cantwell,
1990).Thecontroversyoverthecontinueddis-
playof Lenin’s remainsin RedSquareandthe
dispositionof the recentlydiscoveredremains
of Czar Nicholas 11 and his family provide
good examplesof howhumanremainscanbe
usedas tools to advanceor suppresspolitical
ideasandfacilitate or disruptsocialcohesion
(Caryl, 1998;Fenyvesi,1997).

- The strong symbolic powerof human re-
mains has encouragedpeople to devise an
amazingnumberof usesfor them.Throughout
the world, displays of human remains are
amongthemosteffectivetoolsfor luring peo-
ple into museums.At theBritish Museum, for
example, postcardsof mummies rival the
Rosetta Stone in public popularity (Beard,
1992). In manyplacesdisplaysof humanre-
mainsaresuchpopulartourist attractionsthat
they have become the mainstays of local
economies.The Museo de los Momias in
Mexico,wherethe naturallymummifiedbod-
iesofpoorpeoplewhocouldnot afford to pur-
chasepermanentgravesareondisplay, is touted
as Mexico’s secondmost popular museum,
bestedonlyby theanthropologicalmuseumin
Mexico City (Osrnond,1998).Two similarex-
amplesaretheawe-inspiringcreativityof dis-
playsof thousandsof disinterredhumanbones
in theAll SaintsCemeteryChapelnearKutna
Hera in theCzechRepublicandin theChurch
of theCapuchinsin Rome(Fig. 1.1).

In somecasesthesymbolicvalueof retain-
ing humanremains,for display is sufficientto
overridereligioussanctionsagainstit. Medieval
ChineseCh’an Buddhistspracticedmummifi-
cationofeminentpriestsasdemonstrationsof
the relationshipbetweenspiritual attainment
andtheincorruptibilityofthebody eventhough
theyespousedareligious doctrinethataccorded
little value to the corpse.A similar exampleis
therecentdecisionthatthe valueof thedisplay
of bonesfrom KhmerRoughvictims at theTuol

Sleng Prison Museum as evidence of the
CambodiangenocideoutweighedBuddhistreli-
giousbeliefs thatmandatecremation(Erlanger.
1988; Peters, 1995). The denial of burial in
Christiancountriesas a form of posthumous
punishmentandobject lessonfor theliving has
alreadybeenmentioned.In England,thebeads
ofpeoplesuchas Oliver Cromwell weredis-
playedon poleserectedontheroofof theGreat
StoneGateof London Bridge,andgibbetscon-
taining the rotting bodies of famouspirates
suchas CaptainKidd werestrategicallyplaced
along thebanksof theThamesto greetsailors
asthey returnedfrom the sea,During the nine-
tcenth century, the headsof Miguel Hidalgo
andthreeotherleadersof theMexicanwar of
independencemet a similar fate when they
hungon public display in cagesfor tenyearsas
grim reminders of the folly of revolution.
Ironically, thesesameskullsofMexico’s found-
ing fathershaverecentlybeenresurrectedand
againputon publicdisplayfor theoppositepur-
pose:theyrestnextto eachotherunderglasson
red velvet in a dimly lit crypt wherethey re-
mind school children of the heroism of the
country’s founders(Osmond,1998).

As is illustratedby the caseof Uidalgo’s
skull, thestrongsymbolicvalueofhumanre-
mainsendowthose who control them with a
powerfultool that can be usedto vividly ex-
pressmultiple, sometimescontradictory,mean-
ings. Owingto thisgreatsymbolic power, it is
not surprisingthatissuessurroundingthe con-
trol, treatment,anddispositionof humanre-
mainspose some of the mostvexing ethical
dilemmasskeletalbiologistsface. Bioarchae-
ologistsdo not view humanremainsprimarily
assymbols.Insteadtheyvaluethemassources
of historical evidencethat arekey to under-
standingwhatreally happenedduringthe bio-
logical andcultural evolution of ourspecies.
This lack ofconcernwith symbolicissuesis in
starkcontrastto therichnessof the symbolic
connotationshumanskeletonshaveibr most
people.This conflict in woridviews is espe-
cially acutein areasof theworldthatweresub-
jected to Europeancolonization. In North
America, Hawaii, and Australia, where the



16 BIOARCHAEOLOGICAL ETHICS

anearbygraveyardby MonksoftheCistercianorder.

indigenouspeoplesufferedthegreatestdevas-
tation at thehandsof Europeancolonists,an-
cient human remains have assumedgreat
significanceas symbolsof cultural integrity
andcolonial oppression.In this postcolonial
world,gaining controloverancestralremainsis
increasinglyconsideredessentialto the sur-
~‘ivalandrevitalizationof indigenouscultures.

That the views of indigenouspeoplecon-
cerningthis issuehavechangeddramatically
during thepastforty yearsis amply illustrated
by archaeologicalreportsthatdescribetheen-
thusiasticparticipationof NativeAmericansin
theexcavationof burials,someof whosestudy
by bioarchaeologistsarecurrently underdis-
pute(BensonandBowers, 1997; Brew, 1941;

Figure 1.1 The interior of theAll SaintsCemeteryChapelin Sedlec,a suburbof KutnaHorain theCzech
Republic.Thechapelis decoratedwith thebonesofsome40,000peoplewhoseremainswereexcavatedby from




