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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




