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from anappreciationofthe informationabout
thepasttheycanyield.To aScientist,respectful
treatmentof humanremainsincludestaking
measuresto insurethephysicalintegrity ofthe
reiflansandthedocumentationassociatedwith
them,avoidingtreatmentsthat will contami-
nate or degradetheir organicand inorganic
constituents,and~ on.

These convoluted academic arguments
about the definition of andjustification for
treatinghumanremainswith respect,of course,
seembizarreto indigenouspeoplewho view
ancestralremainsnot asinanimateobjectsde-
void oflife but insteadasliving entitiesthatare
imbued with ancestralspirits. From the per-
spectiveof someNativeAmericans,forexam-
ple, ancient human skeletonsare “not just
remains,they’re not boneto bestudied,you’re
dealingwithspiritsasyou touchthoseremains”
(Augustine, 1994).As RachelCraig, aNative
Alaskanputit, “I feel anobligationto giveback
to them,to speakfor them.Ourgrandmothers
havetold ustheimportanceof thespirit world.
The spirits of those peoplecannot rest and
maketheir progressin the spirit world unless
theyknowthatthosebonesareput backin the
earthwheretheybelong.That is our teaching”
(Craig,1994).This sameview of theretention
of skeletonsin museumsasinterferingwith the
afterlife andseparatingthe spirits of the dead
from thecommunityof theliving is forcefully
expressedby William Tailbull, amemberof the
NorthernCheyennetribe: “We talk aboutpeo-
ple cominghome.Whenthepeoplecamehome
from themuseumandareburiedathome,they
all go andvisit everyhouse.This is wherethe
joy comesin. Theyarehome.Theyare here.
They walk aroundthroughthevillageandbe-
comepartof us again.That’sall weareasking”
(Tallbull, 1994).

Descendant Rights

Sincedisputesoverwho shouldhavethe right
to control thedispositionof ancienthumanre-
mainsarecentralto manyofthe ethicaldilem-
rnas bioarchaeologistsface, it is useful to
considerthis issuein asbroada perspectiveas

possible.Giving close relativesauthorityto
makedecisionsaboutthe dispositionof the
remainsof the recentdeadappearsto be acul-
tural universal. Only in exceptionalcircum-
stances, such as the special dispositions
mandatedfor thebodiesof executedcriminals
aspartoftheirpunishment,andthecontrolthat
coronersaregivenoverbodiesthatmightyield
evidencerelevantto legal proceedings,is the
right ofcloserelativestodecidethedisposition
of a bodydenied.Manycultureshavespecial
rulesgoverningthedispositionof thebodiesof
peoplewhodie underunusualcircumstances,
andsomeof thesemakeexceptionsto therule
of kin controloverthedead.Herodotus,for ex-
ample,observedthatthe Egyptiansgavespe-
cial treatmentto the bodiesof peoplewho
drown in theNile or were eatenby crocodiles:
“No onemaytouchthecorpse,not evenanyof
the friendsor relatives,but only thepriestsof
the Nile, who prepareit for burial with their
own hands—regardingit as somethingmore
thanthemerebodyof aman—andthemselves
lay it in thetomb” (Herodotus,1990).

Consideringtheuniversalrecognitionof the
rightsof relatives,it not surprisingthat this is
oneissue upon which, as far as I know, all
bioarchaeologistsagree:if skeletalremainscan
beidentifiedasthoseof aknownindividualfor
whom specific biological descendantscan~be
traced,thedispositionofthoseremains,includ-
ing possiblereburial,shouldbedecidedby the
closestliving relatives.

Manyof the ethical dilemmasthat skeletal
biologistsfacearisenot out of a disagreement
overthis fundamentalprinciple of ethicalbe-
haviorbut, instead,overhowthe rightsof de-
scendantsshouldberecognizedin real-world
situations.The first problematicareaconcerns
howthe rights of relativeswith differentrela-
tionships to the deadpersonshould be bal-
anced against each other. In modern legal
systemsauthorityoverthedeadisjudgedusing
a rigid hierarchyof rights. For example,the
Uniform Anatomical Gifts Act establishesthe
following order of priority for peopleautho-
rizedto makedecisionsabouttheauthorization
of removalof body parts:(1)thespouse,(2)an
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adult son or daughter, (2) either parent,
(4) adultbrotheror sister,(5) theperson’slegal
guardianatthetimeof death,(6) anyotherper-
son authorizedto disposeof the body. Even
here,there is considerableroom for cultural
variation in rulesgoverningcontrol over the
dead.In China, for example,becauseof its the
pervasivepatriarchalfamily structure,author-
ity of thewife regardingfuneral arrangements
is likely to belessthanthatof the malemem-
bersof his patriline(Cooper,1998).

In contrastto the agreementaboutgiving
linealdescendantscontroloverthedisposition
of theremainsof closerelatives,thereis ano
consensusconcerningthequestionof the ap-
propriatewayto decidethe dispositionof hu-
man remainsthat are distantly related to
living people.What is theethical way to de-
cide the dispositionof theremainsof people
who aremanygenerationsremovedfrom any
living person?How shall we weighthe many
attenuatedgeneticandcultural ties thatlink
largenumbersof living peopleto ancestors
who lived thousands,hundredsof thousands,
or evenmillions of yearsago?Which living
individualsshouldbe grantedthe moralau-
thority to decidethedispositionof ourancient
ancestors?

The basicelementsof the dilemmacanbe
betterunderstoodfroma scientificperspective
by consideringhow the geneticand cultural
connectionsthatlink modernpeopleandear-
lier generationsvary asafunctionof time.The
first problemis thatthemoredistantanances-
tor is from adescendant,the moredescendants
therearesharingthesamegeneticrelationship
to that ancestor.The variablesthat influence
thenumberof sharedancestorsthatliving peo-
ple havearecomplex.However,onefact is in-
disputable:as we probemoredeeplyinto our
family tree, theprobability of discoveringan
ancestorwesharewith alarge numberofother
living peopleincreasesdramatically.In a lin-
eageof peoplewho eachhadtwo childrenand
did not marry relatives, it would take seven
generations,or about 250 years,to produce
overfive billion moderndescendants.People,

everyonehas the same numberof children.
Evenif weaccountfor thesecomplicatingvari-
ables,thefact remainsthatmanyliving people
are likely to be relatedto an individual who
lived manygenerationsago.

If we really believethatrelativesshouldde-
cide thedispositionof ancestralremains,how
can we identify thosedescendantsandallow
them to makea collectivedecisionaboutthe
propertreatmentof their relative’sbones?The
problem of linking modern people to our
hunter-gathererancestorsis complicatedby
the highly mobile lifestyle of such populà-
tions.Thisdecreasesthe likelihoodthatthean-
cestralremainsof a modern group will be
found in the territory in whichthat modern
groupcurrentlyresides.In situationsofpopu-
lation replacement,it is in factmorelikely that
the modernpeoplewho now live in an area
weredirectly responsiblefor theextermination
of theancientpeoplewho formerly occupied
thatsameterritory.

Even in caseswhereit is clearthatdescen-
dantscontinueto occupythe landof their an-
cestors,thereis still the problemposedby the
expansionof living descendantswith increas-
ing genealogicalremoteness.In anareasuch
as Europe,with arelatively stablegenepool,
someonewho diedmorethana few hundred
yearsagois likely to be relatedto hundredsof
thousands,if not millionsof living people.For
instance,DNA studiesconductedon the5000-
year-oldmummifiedbody recentlyfound in
theTyroleanAlps suggesta geneticrelation-
ship betweenthis personandthe300million
or so contemporarypeopleliving in central
andnorthernEurope(Handtetal., 1994).This
of coursedoes not includemanymillions of
additionalpeopleliving in NorthAmericaand
elsewherewith ancestral ties to northern
Europe.

In the WesternHemispheretheproblemof
assigningrights for the controlof ancestralre-
mainsto living descendantsis complicatedby
geneflow betweenindigenousAmericansand
the peopleofEurope,Africa. andAsIa.For ex-
ample.geneticistsestimatethat 31% of the

of course, tend to marry relatives and not contemporarygenepoolof peopleidentified as
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Hispanic or Mexican Americans is derived
from their NativeAmericanancestors(Gardner
etal., 1984;llanis etaL, 1991).TheseNative
Americandescendantsare thusnumericallya
verysignificantcomponentof theNew World
population and, if demographictrendscon-
tinue,arc likely to replacenon-HispanicEuro-
Americansastheethnicmajority in theUnited
Stalesin lessthanonelife span(Edmondson,
1996; Nicklin, 1997). If we believethat de-
scendantsshouldhavearight todecidethedis-
position of the remainsof theirancestors,then
we needto find a way to incorporatetheviews
of Hispanic Americans into the process
through which the disposition of ancient
Americanremainsis decided.

Somepeopleseefocusingon geneticrela-
tionshipsin this way as a myopic and mis-
guidedbiological reductionism.After all, is
not aperson’scultural backgroundmoreim-
~portantthanthe geneticlinks thattie them to
earlier generations?From this perspective,
thereare two typesof ancestors,geneticand
cultural, andit is theculturallink thataperson
feels they havewith the peoplewholived in
the pastthatcounts.Although theidea of lim-
iting authorityto makedecisionsaboutthedis-
positionof ancienthumanremainsto people
whosharethedeceasedperson’scultural iden-
tity makessome sense,applyingthis ethical
principle is extremelyproblematic in real-
world situations.If the strengthof a modern
person’sbelie!’ in their cultural link to anear-
her person’sremainsis to be the measureof
moralauthority,howare we to evaluatetherel-
ativevalidity of suchbeliefs?

To give a specific cxumplc,many Native
Americanssecthe intrusionsof the“NewAge”
movementinto their cultural identity astheap-
propriationof NativeAmericanspiritual tradi-
tions by outsiderswho aredestroyingIndian
spirituality and contributing to white racism
and genocide(Geertz,1996;Hernandez-Avila,
1996;Jocks,1996; JohnsonW, 1996b;Kehoe,
1996; Smith, 1991;Specklor,1989). Isit ethi-
cally acceptableto give the sameauthorityto
the beliefs of peoplewho receivedtheir cut-

whichit wasrevealedto them thattheyarethe
reincarnationof an Incaprincess,thatwegive
to descendantswith demonstrablegeneticlinks
to earlierpopulations?This is wherethe rejec-
tion of scientific evidenceand the uncondi-
tional acceptanceof cultural relativism can
becomeproblematic(Goldsteinand Kintigh,
1990:587—588).

It isalsofair to askatwhatpointdoesaliv-
ing person’scultural connectionto adeadper-
son becomeso attenuatedthat it mergesinto
thecommonculturalheritageof all people,and
thusno longerprovidesamoral basisfur spe-
cial rights and control. Severalcultural vari-
ablescould be consideredrelevanthere: a
sharedlanguage,commonreligiouspractices,
andso on.Thedifficulty is weighingthe sig~
nificanceofsuchdisparateculturaltraits,espe-
cially in the contextof ancientremainsand
cultural evolution.

This issueof cultural continuity is acon-
tentiousone,in part,becausewhenindigenous
culturesarc marginalized,disrupted,anddriven
to thebrink ofextinction,remnantsof the past.
includingancestralhumanremains,becomein-
creasinglyimportantassymbolsof culturalop-
pressionandsurvival.This inverserelationship
betweenconcernoverancestralremainsand
culturalcontinuity is illustratedby the differ-
ences between Latin America and North
America in concernoverancestralremainsand
repatriationissues.In Latin American Coun-

tries whereastrongsenseof”Indiauncss”has
beenintegratedinto the nationalidentity, hu-
manremainsareexcavatedanddisplayedwith-
out opposition in museums.In this context,
they serveassymbolsof anationalpastthat is
sharedby andimportantto all citizens(Ubc-
lakerandGrant,1989).Thegovernmentof the
UnitedStates,in contrast,hashistorically con-
sideredNative Americansas outsidersto be
dealt with by isolatingthem on reservations
and suppressingtheir indigenouslanguages
andbeliefs to facilitate convertingthem into
functional membersof the dominant Euro-
Americanculture.Thesegovernmentpolicies
havedevastatedNativeAmericanculturesand
contributedenormouslyto thehostility Indiantural identIty duringapsychotherapysessionin
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peoplefeel overissuesrelatedto thecontrolof
ancestralremains.

In theUnitedStates,alegislativeattempthas
beenmadeto useacombinationof biological
andcultural continuityas the basis for giving
modern indigenousgroups the rights over
ancient skeletalremains.The Native Amer-
ican GravesProtection and RepatriationAct
(NAGPRA) gives federally recognizedtribes
that candemonstratea “cultural affiliation” to
ancestralremainsthe authorityto control their
disposition.In this legalcontext,culturalaffili-
ation means“a relationshipof sharedgroup
identitywhichcanbereasonablytracedhistori-
cally or prehistoricallybetweena presentday
groupandanidentifiableearliergroup.” In this
statute,culturalaffiliation is establishedwhen
“the preponderanceof theevidence—basedon
geographical,kinship, biological,archeologi-
cal,linguistic, folklore, oral tradition,historical
evidence,or otherinformationor expertopin-
ion—reasonablyleads”tothe conclusionthata
federallyrecognizedtribe is culturallyaffiliated
with an “earliergroup.”

Although NAGPRA has benefitedmany
federallyrecognizedtribesandhashadthepos-
itive effect of increasingcommunicationbe-
tweenNativeAmericansandbioarchaeologists,
its exclusionof Native Americanswho lack
federalrecognitionraisesseriousethicalissues.
It is deridedby someNative Americanswho
seeit as anotherstepin the longhistoryof at-
temptsto define“Native Americangroups”in
waysthat facilitatetheir controlandmanipula-
tion by oppressivegovernmentalagencies.in
California, for instance,manygroupsthat by
any even-handeddefinition are authentic
“tribes” havefailed toreceiveofficial recogni-
tion by the federalgovernment,or havehad
their federalrecognitionremoved,andthusare
deniedfull accessto theprovisionofNAGPRA
(Goldberg,1997;Walker, 1995).

Again, theselegalisticconsiderationsand
academicconcernsoverhowto establishacon-
nectionbetweenthe living andthe deadseem
strangeto indigenouspeoplewhosereligious
beliefsresolvesuchissuesfor them.Manyin-
digenouspeoplearecreationistswhorejectthe

idea that all modernpeoplesharea common
ancestor.Instead,somebelievethattheirtribe
is theresultof aspecialcreationandthatthey
havelived in the areacurrentlyoccupiedby
their tribe since the beginningof time. Such
beliefsremoveanyuncertaintiesregardingan-
cestralrelationshipsandresultin acrimonious
disputesbetweenscientistsandtribal members
such as those that have occurredover the
Kennewickskeleton(HastingsandSampson,
1997; Lemonick, 1996; Morell, 1998; Petit,
1998;Preston,1997; Slayman,1997).

The PreservationEthic

The final universally acceptedprinciple of
bioarchaeologistsis the preservationethic.
Humanremainsareasourceofuniqueinsights
into thehistoryofourspecies.Theyconstitute
the “materialmemory” ofthepeoplewhopre-
cededus and thus provide a direct means
throughwhich wemaycometo know our an-
cestors.Becausewe believethat the lessons
thattheremainsof ourancestorscanteachus
aboutourcommonheritagehavegreatvalueto
modernpeople,it is an ethical imperativeto
work topreserveasmuchaspossibleofthisin-
formationfor futuregenerations.Thisposition
is championedby governmentsthroughoutthe
world whosupportarchaeologicalresearch,en-
couragethe conservationandpreservationof
archaeologicalresources,and discourageun-
necessarydestructionof archaeologicalsites
(Knudson,1986:397).

As caretakersof this fundamentalsourceof
informationon the biological historyof our
species,we need to promotethe long-term
preservationof skeletalcollectionsandin this
way ensurethat future generationswill have
theopportunityto learnfromthem andin this
way know aboutandunderstandthat history
(Turner, 1986).Prehistoricresearch,including
osteologicalstudy,is oneway thatourcommon
heritage can be fully revealed(White and
Folkens, 1991:418—423). This position is
forcefully expressedin the SocietyforAmer-
ican ArchaeologyStatementConcerningthe
Treatmentof HumanRemains:
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WH2REAShumanremainsconstitutepartof
the archaeologicalrecordandprovide unique
information aboutdemography,geneticrela-
tionship,diet,anddiseasewhich is of special
significancein interpretingdescent,health
andnutritionalstatusin living andancienthu-
mangroups;and

wHEREASeducationandresearchin the an-
thropological,biological,social andforensic
sciencesrequire that collectionsof human
skeletalremainsbe availableto responsible
scholars;and

WHEREAS the studyof humankind’spast•
shouldnotdiscriminateagainstanybiological
orculturalgroup:

THEREFOREBE IT RESOLVEDthat the
SocietyforAmericanArchaeologydeplores
the indiscriminantreburialof humanskeletal
remainsandopposesreburialof any human
skeletalremainsexcept in situationswhere
specific lineal descendantscanbe tracedand
it is theexplicit wishof theseliving descen-
dantsthatremainsbereburiedratherthanbe-
ing retainedfor researchpurposes;andthat
no remainsshouldbereburiedwithout appro-
priatestudyby physicalanthropologistswith
specialtraining inskeletalbiology unlesslin-
ealdescendantsexplicitlyopposesuchstudy.

AND BE IT FURThERRESOLVEDthatthe
SocietyforAmericanArchaeologyencourage
closeandeffective communicationwith ap-
propriategroupsandwith individual scholars
who studyhumanremainsthatmayhive bio-
logical or cultural affinity to thosegroups
(SAA, 1984).

Thepreservationethicis basedon thescien-
tific premisethatthereareaspectsofourshared
realitythathavethepotentialto bebroughtinto
sharperfocus through the examinationof an-
cienthumanskeletalremains.Thefactthateach
personseestheworld througha slightly differ-
entculturallens doesnot meanthatit is impos-
sible to translate between these different
experiencesto find a commonbasisofunder-
standing.Thephysicalfactsthat wehaveforde-
ciding what happenedin the past are not
infinitely plasticandthis placesmaterialcon-
straintson ourculturally biasedinterpretations.

Theprogressiveaspectof creatingthemore
accurateview of reality thatwestrive for is an
importantjustificationfor the preservationof
skeletalcollections.Mostscientistsrecognize
theculturalinfluencesthatfocustheir observa-
tionson certainaspectsof realityandcolorthe
inferencestheymakebasedon thoseobserva-
tions (Glock, 1995; Tomaskova,1995;Wylie,
1989).Althoughweknowthatourconclusions
areto someextentdistortedbyourculturalbi-
ases,wetakecomfortin thefactthatthesedis-
tortionswill bedetectedandcorrectedthrough
futureresearchby otherswith differentcultural
perspectives.

Forthis self-correctingaspectof thescien-
tific methodto beoperative,theevidenceupon
whichourconclusionsarebasedmustbeavail-
able for scrutiny by future researchers.In
experimentalfields suchasphysics,this is ac-
complishedthroughrepeatingexperiments.In
historicalsciencessuchasbioarchaeology,our
reconstructionsof whathappenedin thepast
arerefinedandcorrectedthroughthereexami-
nationofcollectionsusingnewanalyticaltech-
niquesandtheoreticalperspectives.

During the past twentyyears,the rate at
which this self-correctingprocessoperates
has increasedmarkedlyas a result of the
restudyof skeletalcollectionsin museumsus-
ing newly developedanalytical techniques
thathavegreatlyexpandedthetypesof infor-
mationwe can retrievefrom ancienthuman
remains.Especiallyexcitingarenewchemical
techniquesthat providepreciseinformation
on the types of food people ate (Hult and
Fessler, 1998; Stott and Evershed, 1996;
TurossandStathoplos,1993;andseeKatzen-
berg,Chapter11, andSandfordand Weaver,
Chapter12), proceduresfor reconstructing
ancestralrelationshipsthroughDNA analysis
(Hagelberget al., 1994;StoneandStoneking,
1993; Von Haeseleret al., 1996, and see.
Stone,Chapter13). New techniquesare also
beingdevelopedfor reconstructingthe dis-
easehistoriesof humanpopulationsthrough
the analysisof pathogen-specificbonepro-
teins(Drancourtetal., 1998; Hoffman, 1998;
Ortneret al., 1992).
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The developmentof thesene~enormously
informative,analyticaltechniquesunderscores
howvaluablehumanremainsareasasourceof
insightsinto thehistoryof ourspecies.The in-
formationcontentof aculturalproductsuchas
stonetool is verymeagerin comparisonto the
wealthof biologicaland culturalinformation
thatcanbe extractedfrom a humanskeleton.
Thehistoricalinformationanartifactyields is
limited to data on the activity patternsand
mentalprocessesthatcanbeinferredfrom its
physicalproperties,form, andarchaeological
context. As Carver(1996) has pointed out,
thereis asubjectiveaspectto theidentification
of the artifactsof humanculturalactivity that
aremeasurable,historicallymeaningfulentities
within the corpusof mudandstonesthathu-
manshaveleft asthetracesoftheir pastactivi-
ties. Througharchaeologicalresearch,what
wasoncemuckis transformedinto monuments
andthe thunderstonesof one generationbe-
cometheflint axesofthenext.

The information contained within the
structureof thehumanskeleton,in contrast,is
of a different sort. It is not a culture-depen-
dent symbolic construct. Skeletal remains
insteadhavetheir basisinadaptivephysiolog-
ical and demographicprocessesoperatingat
the individual and specieslevels. Encoded
within the molecularandhistologicalstruc-
ture of skeletaltissuesis a detailedrecordof
theperson’schildhooddevelopmentandadult
history of metabolic responsesto the chal-
lengesencounteredin his or hernaturaland
socioculturalenvironment.This information
can be supplementedby an equally rich
recordof ancestralrelationshipsandthe evo-
lutionary historyof our speciesrecordedin
thestructureof theDNA moleculespreserved
within a skeleton.The informationabouthis-
torical eventsencodedin the skeletonsof our
ancestorscanbethoughtof as acomplexmes-
sagefromthepastthatwecandecodethrough
bioarchaeologicalresearch.Eachskeletonhas
a uniquestory to tell aboutthat individual’s
life as well as the evolutionary eventsthat
constitutethehistoryofourspecies.Bywork-
ing to preserveancientskeletalremains,we

ensurethatfuturegenerationswill beableto
gainaccessto theimportanthistoricalinfor-
mation theycontain.

SOURCES OF CONFLICT

Theethicalprinciplesdescribedabovehavean
inherentpotentialforconflict.Thepreservation
ethic,with its basisin the beliefthattheinfor-
mationthatskeletalstudiescanyield is of great
valueto all people,caneasilyconflictwith the
ethical principlethat the descendantsshould
havetheright to decidethe dispositionoftheir
ancestor’sremains.If werecognizethevalidity
of the interestsof both descendantsandscien-
tistsin humanskeletalremains,howdowedeal
with the ethicalproblemsthat arisewhenthe
preservationethicconflicts with thedesiresof
descendants?

Whentheremainsof closerelativesarein-
volved,thereis unanimityamongbioarchae-
ologists that the concerns of descendants
should override any scientific interestsin
those remains.Ethical dilemmas,however,
frequentlydo arisewhentheancestor-descen-
dantrelationshipis lessclear-cut.How do we
balancethe scientific valueof very ancient
skeletalremainsagainstthe concernsof mod-
empeoplewhoare remotelyrelatedto those
sameindividuals?

In balancingthe scientificvalueofarchae-
ological collectionsagainstdescendantrights,
mostscientistsseethestrengthof theancestor-
descendantrelationshipasacontinuumthatbe-
comesattenuatedwith succeedinggenerations.
At oneendof thiscontinuumwehaveremains
of peoplewith living children andgrandchil-
dren who have an undisputedright to deter-
mine the dispositionof their closerelative’s
remains.At the otherwe havethe remainsof
very distantrelatives,suchastheearliestmem-
bersofourspecies,towhichall modempeople
areequallyrelated.Fromthisevolutionaryper-
spective,descendantrightsareseenasdecreas-
ing asthenumberof generationsseparatingthe
living andthe deadincreases.At somepoint,
claimsby onemodemgroupof descendantsto
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decidethe dispositionof ancienthumanre-
mains arecounterbalancedby the right ofall
peopleto haveaccessto theuniquesourceof
evidenceon thehistoryofourspeciesthathu-
manskeletalremainsprovide.How do we de-
cide when the scientific value of skeletal
evidenceis sufficient to overridetheconcerns
ofremotelyrelateddescendants?

Thereis no easyanswerto the questionof
how to balancedescendantrights againstthe
right of all peopleto knowaboutthepast,be-
causethevaluesskeletalbiologistsanddescen-
dantsattachto humanremainsareessentially
incommensurable.Partof theproblemarises
from the fact that manymodernindigenous
peopledo not accepttheideathattheancestor-
descendantrelationshipbecomesattenuated
with time. Insteadtheyseethe spirits of their
ancestors,no matterhowdistant,asanintegral
part of the moderncommunityof the living.
Nor do they seethemselvesas closelyrelated
to therest of humanity. Insteadtheybelieve
thattheyaretheproductsof aspecialcreation
thatoccurredin the areatheir tribe currently
occupiesandthis is an issueof faith about
whichscientificevidenceis irrelevant(John-
sonG, 1996).For instance,ArmandMinthorn,
amemberof the Umatillatribe,whichclaims
the 9500-year-oldKennewickskeleton,made
thispointwhenhe stated:“We knowhowtime
beganand how Indian peoplewere created.
Theycan say whateverthey want,the scien-
tists”(TheInvisible Man, 1996);The implica-
tion of suchbeliefsis thatall humanremains,
nomatterhowancient,if theyarefromthearea
in which a groupbelievestheywere created,
arethoseoftheirdirectancestors.

Although suchcreationistinterpretationsof
thehistoryofourspeciesseemstrangeto many
scientists,theyaresharedbyasubstantialnum-
ber .f nonindigenouspeople.For example,a
recentsurveyfoundthatabout20%ofthepeo-
ple in the UnitedStatessharedthe Christian
belief derivedfrom a literal interpretationof
the bible that Godcreatedthe cosmosabout
5000to 10,000yearsago(Goldhaber,1996).

Somearchaeologistsarguethatthe utilitar-
ian approachof attemptingto balancescien-

tific valueagainstdescendantrights is aneth-
nocentricattemptto frametheproblemwithin
the “Eurowestern” systemof cultural values
that emphasizesfinding solutionstoproblems
that maximize benefits and minimize costs
(KiesertandPowell, 1993).We can all agree
thatwewill neverfind aculture-freemetric for
weighingthe valueof knowingwhat actually
happenedin the past against the concerns
descendantshave about ancestral remains.
However,evenif we agreethatthebenefitof
giving controloverancestralremainsto people
whoidentify themselvesasdescendantsalways
outweighstheir valueas asourceof scientific
information,westill face theproblemofdeter-
mining who shouldbeableto claimstandingas
adescendantandwhatis theethicalthing todo
whentherearecompetingclaims.

When dealingwith closerelatives,where
thegenealogicallink betweenancestorandde-
scendant is known, allocating descendant
rights over the remainsof their relatives is
fairly straightforward.For example,we might
establisha hierarchythat gives a person’s
spouse,children,parents,andsiblings the au-
thority to control the dispositionof their re-
mains.Evensucha simple schemeas this is
opento chargesof ethnocentrismbecauseit
reifieswesternkinshipsystemsthatemphasize
theimportanceof geneticrelatednessasacri-
teriafor moral authorityandinveststhe rights
to make suchdecisionsin a person’snuclear
family. Othersocietiesmightgive greaterau-
thority to eldermembersof aperson’spatriline
or matriline,or disregardthemodernWestern
preoccupationwith geneticrelatednessalto-
getherin favor of anotherculture-dependent
conceptionofrelatedness.

Such cultural differencesin waysof con-
ceiving the ancestor-descendantrelationship
caneventranscendthe speciesboundary.For
example,I knowpeoplewho claim the moral
authorityto removethe bonesof dinosaurs
frommuseumcollectionsbecausetheybelieve,
basedon their creationmyths, that thesere-
mainsare thoseof their ancestorsbeforethey
weretransformedinto humanform. Whatare
we to do with people with sincerely held
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beliefs aboutan ancestor-descendantrelation-
shipssuchas this whenthosebeliefsconflict
with ourown?

Evenif we arewilling torecognizethe va-
lidity of suchclaimsandagreethatthemoral
authorityof beliefin acloseancestor-descen-
dantrelationshipalwaysoutweighsanyscien-
tific valueskeletalcollectionsmighthave,we
are still facedwith the dilemmaof deciding
what to do whenthereare conflicting claims
for thesameskeletalcollections.Thisproblem
is vividly illustratedby severalrecentcasesin
theUnitedStatesin whichpeoplewith differ-
ent beliefsaboutthe pasthavedisputedeach
other’sassertionsof moralauthorityto control
archaeologicalcollections.In Hawaii, 15 feder-
ally recognizednativegroupsbecameinvolved
inadisputeoverthedispositionofancestralre-
mainsfrom Mokapuon the island of Oahu
(NAGPRA, 1994). One of thesegroupsin-
sistedthatscientificresearchbe conductedon
theremainsof theseancientindividualstode-
terminetheirancestralrelationshipswhile oth-
ersviewedsuchwork as a deepinsult to the
spiritsof thetheir ancestors.In asimilarcase,
StanfordUniversityaccededto the reburialde-
mandsof onegroupofOhloneIndianswithout
scientificanalysisoverthe objectionsof other
Ohlone people who, from the Westernge-
nealogicalperspective,were equally relatedto
thoseremains(Gross,1989; Workman,1990).
Another acrimoniousfight over descendant
rights hasarisen in the American Southwest
betweentheNavajoandZuni Indiansaspartof
a government-instigatedland deal that pro-
hibits the Navajofrom burying their deadin
certaintraditional burial areasand requires
them to renounceclaims on sacred sites
(Benedek,1992;Cockburn, 1997)..Both tribes
havepublicly assertedtheir ancestralrights to
the remainsof what archaeologistscall the
Anasaziculture. In otherdisputes,peoplewho
havedocumentaryevidencethat they arede-
scendantoftheindigenouspeoplefrom anarea
haveobjectedtothe descendantrightsclaimed
by people who lack such documentation
(Erlandsonet al., 1998; Haley et al., 1997;

One option for dealing with the conflicts
thatarisewhenseveralgroupsof peopleassert
the moral authoritythatcomeswith belief in
descendancyfrom distantancestorsis to take
refuge in the legal system where lawyers,
politicians,governmentfunctionaries,andp0-
litically astutespecialinterestgroupscanwres-
tle with eachother to find a solutionto the
vexing question of who should have legal
standingas adescendant.Althoughtheyappear
to envisagepossibleexceptionsincasesof”ex-
traordinaryscientific value,” this is in essence
whatKiesertandPowell(1993)suggestwhen
theyarguethat“we mustabideby theprefer-
encesofthelegallyrecognizeddescendants”in
disputesconcerningthe excavationandanaly-
sisof ancientburials.Forthosewhoview our
legal systemsasdistillationsof themoralprin-
ciplesof thepeoplethat lawsgovern,turning
theethicalproblemof defining“real” descen-
dantsoverto thecourtsis veryappealing.This
political strategy,ofcourse,hastheaddedprac-
tical advantageof not eliciting legal sanctions.
Themoralproblemof relying on lawsto decide
which groupshavetheright to determinethe
dispositionof humanremainshas its basis in
thefaulty assumptionthatweall live in justso-
cieties.Laws have,afterall, in therecentpast
beenusedas the mechanismsthroughwhich
groupshave beendefinedby democratically
electedgovernmentsfor purposesofapartheid,
slavery,andgenocide.

The difficulties associatedwith legislative
solutionsto theethicalproblemof determining
thedispositionof skeletalcollectionsareillus-
tratedby theproblemsthathavearisenin Israel
andthe United Statesthrough legislativeat-
temptsto resolvedisputesoverthe controlof
skeletalcollections.UltraorthodoxJewishor-
ganizationsin Israel, suchastheAtraKadisha,
who regard all academicstudyinvolving hu-
manremainsa violation of Jewishlaw, have
longbeenatloggerheadswith physicalanthro-
pologistsovertheexcavationandthehandling
of humanremains,including skeletonsof ex-
tremeantiquitysuchasthoseof Neanderthals
(Watzman, I 996a, 1 996b, I996c). Owing to
the compromisesnecessaryfor coalitionsofKelley, 1997).
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political parties to maintaincontrol of the
Israeligovernment,courtrulingshavebeenis-
suedthat makethe studyofunearthedhuman
remainsimpossible.

In the UnitedStates,the NativeAmerican
GravesProtectionandRepatriationAct institu-
tionalizeslong-standinginequitiesin thetreat-
mentof federallyrecognizedandnon-federally
recognizeddescendants(Walker, 1998). Par-
ticularlytroublingfrom anethicalstandpointis
its failureto acknowledgetheexistenceof au-
thenticdescendantgroupsthat, for onereason
or another,haveeitherfailed to receiveor re-
jectedfederaltribal recognition.Thisomission
isespeciallyunfortunatefor themanyfederally
unrecognizeddescendantsin Californiaandthe
easternUnited Stateswherethevagariesof the
colonial processallowed the governmentto
avoid giving Indian tribesthe rights of self-
determinationthatgo alongwith federalrecog-
nition. Even if such federally unrecognized
groupsweregiven legal standingas descen-
dants,thelaw wouldstill presentethicalprob-
lems because,with the minor exceptionof
grantingrights topeoplewhocanshowadirect
genealogicalconnection to the remainsof
known individual, it fails to recognize the
rights of themanypeopleof NativeAmerican
descentwholack anytribal affiliation.

RESOLVING CONFLICTS

If wecannotrely on our legal systemsto make
difficult ethical decisionsconcerningwho de-
scendantsareandunderwhatconditionstheir
rightsshouldtakeprecedenceoverthe preser-
vationethic, whatbasisis therefor finding eq-
uitablesolutionsthatbalancethesepotentially
conflicting ethicalprinciples?First,it is impor-
tantto recognizethat thereis no inherentcon-
flict between the maintenanceof skeletal
collectionsfor scientific researchandrespect
for the dead.As I previously mentioned,in
manycountriesresearchupon andthe public
displayof ancestralremainsaremattersof na-
tional pride. In othersituations,arrangements
canoftenbemadethatsatisfythereligiousand

symbolic concerns of modem descendants
while allowing scientificresearchon ancestral
remains to continue.At St. Bride’s Church,
London,the skeletonsof peoplewith known
descendantswhoseburialsweredisturbeddur-
ing theGermanbombingsof World WarII are
respectfully maintained in a special room
wheretheyareavailableforscientificresearch
(Huda and Bowman, 1995; Scheuer and
Bowman,1995).In thisway, the religiousand
symbolic concerns of descendantsare re-
spected,while atthesametime making it pos-
sible for theseremainsto continueto yield
importantinsights into the livesof eighteenth-
andnineteenth-centuryLondonersthatarenot
adequatelydocumentedin written records
(Walker, 1997,2000).

In all societies,cultural understandingsof
sacrednessandethical behaviorareconstantly
beingreshapedin responseto changingsocial
realities.This is especiallytrue for the issues
surroundingthe treatmentof ancienthuman
remainsbecausethe social context of bio-
archaeologicalresearchis a modernone not
confrontedby earliergenerations.Formanyin-
digenoussocietiesthecurationof ancestralre-
mainsand their studyis a new phenomenon
thatpresentspracticalproblemsrequiring the
developmentof new rituals, new conceptions
of sacredness,and new beliefs concerning
what is respectfulanddisrespectfulbehavior.
In othersocieties,especiallysedentaryonesac-
customed to maintaining large, intensively
usedcemeteries,a long history of facing the
practicalandsymbolicproblemsposedby the
disturbanceandhandlingof ancestralremains
hasresultedin traditionalsolutions.For exam-
ple, the ChumashIndians of southernCali-
fornia, with whom I haveworkedfor thepast
twenty-five years,had specialistscalled Ii-
wimpshit,whichmeans“custodianof thealge-
bra,” .who were familiar with the human
skeletonandtheartofarrangingbones.These
medicalpractitionersnot only couldsetbones,
but theycouldalsoarrangeall thebonesofthe
human skeleton properly, and determine
whether those ancestralboneshad once be-
longed to a man or a woman (Walker and
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Hudson,1993:46,48).Theneedfor someone
qualified to deal with human bone derived
from Chumashburialpractices,whichempha-
sizethe importanceof havingthe remainsof
the deadnearto the living. Cemeterieswere,
therefore,locatedadjacentto or within vil-
lages.As the size of Chumashsettlements
grew, sodid the sizeof their cemeteries,and
this frequentlynecessitatedtheexcavationand
disturbanceof ancestralremains(King, 1969).

Although the socialcontext of the issues
surroundingthetreatmentof thedeadthat the
modernChumashface arevery differentfrom
thosethey confrontedin the past,traditional
beliefs about the treatmentof the deadhave
servedas a basis for creatinga situation,in
whichbioarchaeologicalresearchcancontinue
while ensuringthat due respectis shownfor
their dead.Throughworking with tribal mem-
bers overthe years,my colleaguesandI have -

developedacooperativearrangementthrough
whichChumashancestralremainsandassoci-
atedburial objectsarebeingrepatriatedfrom
otheruniversitiesandmuseumsto asafekeep-
ing placeat my campus.This is highly desir-
able from the perspectiveof descendants
becauseof our locationnearthecenterof the
areahistoricallyoccupiedby thetribe. We have
constructeda speciallydesignedsubterranean
ossuaryto receivetheseremainsas partof the
constructionofournewsocialsciencesandhu-
manitiesbuilding.This ossuarywas designed
throughconsultationwith both federally and
non-federallyrecognizedtribal membersto en-
surethat it meetstheir spiritualneeds,andalso
solvesthepracticalproblemof providingsecu-
rity againstfuture disturbancethat would be
unavailablein anunguardedreburial area.The
ossuaryalsomakesit possiblefor scientificre-
searchon thesecollectionsto continueunder
the supervisionof descendantsso that future
generationscangainadeeperunderstandingof
thehistoryandaccomplishmentsof thetribe.

Mutually acceptablesolutionssuchas this,
which balancespiritualandpracticalconcerns
ofdescendantsagainstthe importanthistorical
informationskeletalresearchcanprovide,are
the outcomeof personalrelationships,mutual

trustandr..spect,andthe recognitionofcom-
moninterests.Suchrelationshipsrequiretime
to nurture.My academiccolleaguesandI have
spentour entireprofessionalcareersworking
with Chumashdescendantsto protectandlearn
from thearchaeologicalrecordleft by theiran-
cestors.This has involved assistingdescen-
dantsandlocal law enforcementauthoritiesin
theapprehensionandprosecutionof graverob-
bersandlootersandactivelyworkingto mini-
mize the threatsurbandevelopmentposesfor
their sacredsitesandarchaeologicalresources.
At the requestof descendantswe havegiven
seminarsandworkshopson archaeology,oste-
ology,andthe intricaciesofthe laws thatgov-
ern the managementand protection of
archaeologicalresources.Wheneverpossible,
we haveactively involved descendantsin our
researchprojects. Such collaborationsare
enormouslyrewarding,not only on apersonal
level, but alsoprofessionally,becauseof the
important insights descendantscan provide
into thehistoryof their culture.

Not all groupshavereligioustraditionsthat
can beeasilybuilt uponto allow scientificre-
searchconductedon the remainsof the dead.
The strong objectionsultraorthodoxJewish
haveto any skeletalstudiesalreadyhavebeen
mentioned(Watzman,1 996c).As theclaimsof
Hopi andtheNavajoto archaeologicalremains
from the ancientAnasaziculture show,it ,is
easyfor thecontrol of bonesandburial sitesto
becomeenmeshedin largerbattlesoverunre-
lated economicand socialissuesconcerning
the controlof landandnaturalresources,envi-
ronmentalpreservation,and so on. This of
coursegreatly. complicatesthe problem 01

finding a basis for compromise.Sometimes
collaborationwith descendantsmay bediffi-
cult or impossibleowing to antagonismtoward
Westernscience,andstrongtraditionalbeliefi
aboutthe retentionof a person’sspirit withir
their bones.SomenativeHawaiians,for exam-
ple, believethat peoplepossessmana,whici
after deathresidesin the bones,andhavear-
guedin court thatthepublicationof informa-
tion aboutskeletalcollectionsis offensiveam
will steal the manaof their ancestors(Kana
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bele, 1993). Many Plains Indian tribes also
havestrongbeliefsabouttheresidenceofsouls
in their ancestralremains.This,alongwith an-
imosity stemmingfrom racism,genocidalat-
tacksby theU.S. militar~ccultural suppression
in boardingschools,andeconomicmarginal-
izatiofl onreservationsmakestheprospectsfor
the preservationof skeletalcollections from
most of the Plains area bleak (Ubelaker,
1994:395).

In situationssuchastheseit maybe impos-
sibleto obtainacompromisethatallows skele-
tal researchto continue.However, from the
personalexperiencesI have had in working
with manydifferentgroupsof indigenouspeo-
ple, oncetheshroudof mysteryassociatedwith
what osteologistsactually do is removed
throughdirect contactsbetweenpeople,it is of-
ten possibleto find a foundationupon which
mutualunderstandingandcooperationcanbe
built. The mostobviousbasis for developing
suchcollaborationsis in the identificationand
analysisof ancienthumanremainsthat arein-
advertentlydisturbedthrougherosion,for ex-
ample,or duringconstructionprojects.In such
situations,thevalueof closecollaborationbe-
tweenosteologistsanddescendantsis obvious.
After it hasbeendecidedthat remainsare in-
deedhuman,the issueof whetheror not they
are modern(and thus possibly relevant to a
forensicinvestigation)needsto beresolved.If
theyare indeedancient,thequestionof which
moderngroup of people they are affiliated
with needsto beconsidered.This issueis espe-
cially importantto some indigenouspeople
whohavestrongreligioussanctionsagainstthe
burialof non-groupmembersin theircemeter-
ies.The valueof osteologicalresearchis also
self-evidentin forensicinvestigationsrelating
totheprosecutionofgraverobbers.I havecol-
laboratedwith NativeAmericansin severalof
suchcases.In one,we matchedafragmentofa
mandibleconfiscatedfrom a suspect’shome,
with anotherpieceof the samemandiblethat
tribal membershadrecoveredfromtheareaof
anancientgravedisturbedby looters.This in-
controvertibleevidenceconnectingthe defen-
dantwith the crime sceneresultedin a guilty

plea. In anothercase,weusedskeletalevidence
to successfullyrefutea graverobber’sattempt
to exoneratehimself by claiming that the
Native Americanremainshe excavatedwere
from apersonof Europeanancestry,andthus
not protectedby the state’sNative American
gravesprotectionlaw. Throughthe processof
workingon suchcases,I haveseentheviewsof
peoplewhooncesawlittle valueinskeletalre-
search changedramaticallyas they increas-
ingly becameawareofmanyimportantinsights
skeletalstudiescan give us into the lives of
thosewhohavegonebeforeus.

Whenskeletalcollectionsare lostowing to
our inability to find equitablesolutionsthat
balancethe concernsof moderndescendants
againsttheneedto preservecollectionssothat
future generationswill havesubstantiveinfor-
mationaboutthepast,it isperhapsof someso-
laceto rememberthat we live in an entropic
world inwhichthenaturalprocessesof decay
anddisintegrationandthe economicandsocial
realitiesof modernlife continuouslyconspire
to destroy the faint tracesourancestorshave
left for usin thearchaeologicalrecord.We can-
not turn this tide.All wecando is work topre-
serveasmuchof thephysicalevidenceof our
commonheritageas possible.Thoseancestral
remainsandthefactsaboutthehistoryof our
speciesthat they revealwill beour legacyto
futuregenerations.
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