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Biohistorical Narratives of Racial Difference
in the American Negro

Notes toward a Nuanced History of American Physical Anthropology

by Rachel J. Watkins

This paper examines the scientific construction of racial differences through the lens of early twentieth-century
bioanthropological studies of American Negro skeletal and living population samples. These studies, as well as the
scientists who conducted them, are generally distinguished from one another based on their adherence to quantitative
and/or qualitative measures of racial difference. However, these binary distinctions tend to obscure the rather complex
processes of racial formation in which scientists and research subjects were engaged. Both racialist and nonracialist
scholarship positioned American Negroes as products of white, African, and, sometimes, Indian admixture. As the
singular label used in these studies connotes, “the American Negro” was also classified as a distinct racial type based
on elements of skeletal and physical morphology. Studies reveal that multiple definitions and meanings of race were
operating and being generated in the process of situating American Negroes in these seemingly opposed positions.
Finally, I consider the implications of this discussion for developing critical histories of American physical anthro-
pology and engaging contemporary public and academic discourse around race, health, and biological diversity.

Introduction

Historical treatments of early twentieth-century studies of Af-
rican American living and skeletal populations tend to sep-
arate physical anthropologists ideologically into racialist and
nonracialist intellectual camps. Scholarship conducted by re-
searchers invested in constructing racial hierarchies is com-
monly juxtaposed with that produced by scholars with a more
“progressive” approach to understanding human variation.1

In addition to providing historical context, these comparative
studies have been useful in demonstrating that science is in-
deed a social practice (Armelagos and Van Gerven 2003; Baker
2010; Blakey 1996; Gould 1996).

In recognizing the social context of this research, it is im-
portant not to lose sight of the fact that at the time these
early studies were conducted, they were exemplary of bona
fide rigorous science. This has implications for understanding
how race, as constructed through scientific practice, was and
continues to be presented as an “objective” biological reality
separate from a social sphere of influence. In the same way
that diseases were historically associated with particular racial
groups, health disparities continue to be discussed as truths
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of biological racial difference that can even be identified on
cellular levels (Kittles and Royal 2003; Lindee, Goodman, and
Heath 2003; Marks 2010; Satel 2001; Templeton 2003). There-
fore, our understanding of race as a social construct must
consider the sustained role that biology plays in making race
appear to be real.

Similarly, we must consider how simply categorizing early
twentieth-century bioanthropologists as racialist or nonra-
cialist might obscure complex processes of racial formation
in which both scholars and research subjects were engaged
(Crenshaw 2003).2 With that in mind, this paper suspends

1. The terms “racialist” and “nonracialist” are used in this paper to
distinguish between scientists typically classified in historical treatments
as having or not having a research orientation toward categorizing hu-
mans into hierarchical racial groups. Some scholars would strictly identify
such an orientation as racist (Appiah 1990; Fluehr-Lobban 2000). How-
ever, there is an equally substantial body of literature in which the terms
“racialist” and “racist” are used interchangeably (Baker 1998, 2000; Strkalj
2009; Taylor 2000). There are also scholars that question this distinction
because it implies that one must have an a priori belief in race to be
racist (Balibar 1991). Aleš Hrdlička and T. Wingate Todd are commonly
juxtaposed in historical treatments as representative of what I refer to
here as opposing racialist and nonracialist orientations (Baker 1998, 2000;
Jones-Kern 1997; Rankin-Hill and Blakey 1994; Watkins 2007).

2. Critical race theorist Kimberle Williams-Crenshaw uses the term
“single axis” to describe the ideological positioning of stratifying practices
as if they are discrete entities. As a result, it is difficult to address the
multiple levels on which individuals are being marginalized. I use the
term to refer to the way in which racial ideologies are positioned as if
they are mutually exclusive rather than mutually constructed. As a result,
it is not possible to consider the multiple axes on which research subjects
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analytical adherence to a racialist/nonracialist binary to offer
a close reading of American Negro skeletal and living-pop-
ulation studies dating between 1924 and 1950. I do so without
disregarding outright the points of departure in the work of
scholars traditionally placed in different ideological camps.
However, I argue that these differences are not necessarily
reflected in the use of discrete or uniform definitions of “race”
on the part of either group. Rather, scholarship associated
with both camps presents multiple and shifting definitions of
race in published research papers. I use the American Negro’s
designation as a product of admixture—on the part of both
racialist and nonracialist scholars—as a point of entry for
exploring the nuances of scientific methodology and con-
structions of race and how they exemplified scientific, bio-
logical, and social entanglements.3

American Negroes were explicitly defined as hybrids of
European, African, and in some cases Native American (then
known as “Indian”) ancestry. As a result, among other things,
skeletal and living Negro populations served as a historical
record of social and sexual liaisons between blacks and whites
in the United States. This particular biocultural interface was
an integral part of framing studies that examined differences
in skeletal morphology and phenotype between racial groups.
At the same time, Negroes were also considered to be a bi-
ologically discrete racial group unto themselves. This “fact”
justified the population being situated as an anatomical land-
mark of sorts for mapping and identifying distinct racial char-
acters. This simultaneous construction of the American Negro
as both a hybrid and racially distinct suggests that multiple
definitions of race and understandings of racial difference
were at work in constructing the American Negro as a research
subject. This is not surprising when we consider that scholars
involved in this work represented a variety of perspectives on
human biological diversity. As such, this research can be con-
sidered a matter of “boundary work” in the midst of meth-
odologies and subjects that cannot be easily or distinctly cat-
egorized (Lipphardt 2010). This also suggests that these
studies must be considered within the larger context of bioan-
thropological interest in studying mixed-race populations to
identify the source of biological change in humans. Scientists
inside and outside of the United States engaged in research
to determine whether or not this change occurred within
populations by way of selection or solely by interbreeding
with different groups.4

The time period discussed here is associated with a meth-
odological focus on description. Measurements were supple-
mented with mathematical models, and the comparative in-
tegrity of biological and genealogical data was explored.

are situated in the process of racial formation, including the process of
examining racial differences.

3. The terms “Negro” and “white” are used to refer to African and
European Americans as they were labeled in most of the literature dis-
cussed in this paper.

4. Veronica Lipphardt (2012) presents another dimension of this in-
terest in studying mixed-race populations.

Topically, anthropology was noted as following the field of
medicine in turning its attention to the Negro (Tapper 1998),
including a substantial amount of work produced by women.5

Anthropological examinations were definitely informed by
medical science’s focus on hybridity but were not merely ex-
tensions of this work.6 While anthropologists with stronger
ties to medicine focused on linking disease and racial biology,
those involved in placing more professional distance between
anthropology and medicine did not follow suit. Studies con-
ducted by the latter group examined the comparative skeletal
morphology of whites and Negroes. A continued interest in
using genealogical and phenotypic data to differentiate racial
characters represented another point of departure (Spikard
1989; Tapper 1995).

The initial studies highlighted in this discussion were cho-
sen by way of doing a random search for papers focused on
Negro-white skeletal comparisons in volumes of the American
Journal of Physical Anthropology between 1920 and 1950. The
majority of papers were produced by scientists at Washington
University in St. Louis, Missouri, or Western Reserve Uni-
versity (now Case Western Reserve) in Cleveland, Ohio.7 As
a result, the skeletal collections housed at these institutions
were the primary source of research data. In addition to the
Washington University and Hamann (Western Reserve) col-
lections, the Von Luschan (New York) and National Museum
(Washington, DC) collections are often used in comparative
analyses.8 A secondary set of studies was added to the dis-
cussion by way of a random search of databases for studies
of Negro-white differences in statistically oriented and nat-
uralist journals that reflect the change of focus in methods
of evaluating and analyzing racial differences. Studies of living
populations highlighted in this discussion were conducted by
Melville Herskovits (1926b, 1928, 1930), Caroline Bond Day
(1932), and Morris Steggerda (1928, 1940).

These studies of the American Negro point to the nationally
specific character of race and admixture studies in the United

5. Washington University professor Mildred Trotter is a well-known
figure associated with American physical anthropology during this time.
Several women are also listed as coauthors or research assistants in
publications by T. Wingate Todd (Kitson 1931; Todd and Lindala 1928;
Todd and Russell 1923; Todd and Tracy 1930). Caroline Bond Day (1932)
also completed her thesis under the direction of Earnest Hooton within
the time period discussed in this paper.

6. Early twentieth-century medical research was focused on the neg-
ative effects on Negro health resulting from the “bleaching” or “whit-
ening” of the Negro through white admixture. This represented a sig-
nificant departure from nineteenth-century discourse, which revolved
around the inherent lack of fitness in Negroes (Holmes 1937; Tapper
1998).

7. The majority of studies highlighted in this discussion were published
between 1926 and 1942. Although much of this discussion focuses on
skeletal studies, many of the comparative racial studies published within
the time period focused on soft tissue (such as Evans 1925; Levin 1937;
Miloslavich 1929; Seib 1938; Terry 1942; Williams et al. 1930).

8. The use of these collections for this purpose is all the more inter-
esting because these same skeletal series are now considered representative
of pure racial groups in a forensic context.
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States. However, these studies also included discussions of
scholarship on mixed-race groups that were the focus of re-
search outside of the United States. Most notably, Eugen Fi-
scher’s study of the Rehobother Bastards influenced much of
the research on mixed-race groups during the time period
discussed.9 In addition, these studies involved comparisons
between Negro and racialized population samples of Native
American (WIN tribe), African (Batatela), European (Kisars),
Asian (Ainu), and named “Oriental” (Jewish) descent (Es-
tabrook and McDougle 1926; Kitson 1931; Todd and Tracy
1930; Wallis 1938).

Critical race theory and racial formation theory are used
to situate this research within a broader scope of bioanthro-
pology and to examine how race is both biologically and
socially constructed through scientific practice. As an explo-
ration of “foundational knowledge,” this discussion can con-
tribute to more critical analyses of contemporary racialized
scientific discourses and practices that continue to disadvan-
tage people of color.

The Fact(s) of Admixture

The American Negro carries the implication of admixture,
and especially white admixture. (Trotter 1929:97)

As stated, admixture in Negroes was constructed simulta-
neously through the mapping and identification of racial char-
acters on hard (skeleton) and soft (skin, hair, nose, lips, eyes)
tissue. Moreover, studies of living and skeletal Negro popu-
lations served to explore the nature of admixture in the recent
and evolutionary past. The work of Washington University
scholars Mildred Trotter, Robert Terry, and Raymond Lanier
provide representative examples of how scientists associated
with more racialist leanings discussed admixture in the Amer-
ican Negro. Echoing Trotter’s quote above, Lanier stated that
“The term American Negro almost necessarily implies a
white-black hybrid” (Lanier 1939:343). The American Negro
skeletons in the Washington University collection, often used
as primary research material during the time period discussed,
were characterized as “descendants of original slaves” showing
“characters ranging from Negroid to varying extents of Negro-
white, and possible Indian admixture” (Lanier 1939:343).
Noted progressive T. Wingate Todd and colleagues from West-
ern Reserve University also characterized the American Negro
as “clearly intermediate in character” (Todd and Tracy 1930:
76), so much so that “a pure Negro population is not at-

9. Fischer’s study (1913) played a central role in how variability was
interpreted as a reliable indicator of racial purity or hybridity in mixed
and “pure” populations: “Fischer found in his investigation of the an-
thropometry of the Rehobother Bastards, a group of Dutch-Hottentot
crosses, that these people show an exceedingly low comparative variability
in numerous traits. Sullivan, working through Boas’s Siouan material,
showed that half-blood Sioux Indians are less variable Thai full-bloods
in certain traits, and, presumably, than the white ancestry party to the
cross” (Herskovits 1927:70).

tainable in practice” (Todd and Tracy 1930:71).10 This notion
of long-standing hybridity in the American Negro also extends
to discussions about recent Negro-white mixtures, often noted
by the extent of white blood measured in fractions of eighths
(Bond Day 1932; Hodges 1950). Within this context, re-
searchers note that the admixture they observed was the result
of crosses between Negroes with white admixture rather than
between “pure crosses.”

Specific studies discussed in the next section indicate that
both racialist and nonracialist scholars accept that a range of
variation is expressed in the skeletal morphology and phe-
notype of even the most “pure” racial groups. However, pop-
ulations of mixed ancestry were assumed to present an in-
creased amount of variation related to an increase in the
number of possible combinations of characters. Statistical
analyses of this variation (variation in means and coefficients
of variation) were used to measure differences in the expres-
sion of traits between groups of “pure” and mixed back-
ground. Groups were also distinguished as pure or mixed via
the construction of biohistorical narratives associating them
with varying degrees of geographical isolation. The seemingly
homogenous traits observed in Jewish, Asian, and Polynesian
racial groups were attributed to this process (Herskovits 1934;
Lipphardt 2010; Wallis 1938). Negroes were not products of
the same cultural or geographical isolation and as such were
not expected to present the same low means of variation as
more “inbred” groups.

However, surprisingly, researchers discovered lower degrees
of variability than expected in both isolated racial hybrids and
American Negroes. In some cases, these groups presented
lower variation than populations regarded as “pure” (Her-
skovits 1926a, 1927, 1934; Todd and Tracy 1930; Wallis 1938).
All of these hybrid groups provided further evidence of the
dubious correlation between variation and racial purity. This
“fact” of variation necessitated a careful and deliberate ne-
gotiation of boundaries to construct racially distinct groups.

Race Comes First: Constructing Boundaries

Earnest Hooton, Melville Herskovits, and M. F. Ashley Mon-
tagu are commonly placed in different ideological camps, with
Hooton being labeled a racialist and the latter two nonra-

10. Todd was one of many noted progressives who characterized Ne-
groes as hybrids (Cobb 1934, 1943; DuBois 1909; Herskovits 1930). Most
bioanthropological studies did not directly reference the social dimen-
sions of concern about admixture related to anxieties over miscegenation
and racial degeneration (but see Castle 1926). However, researchers were
well aware that Negroes were indeed a biohistorical record of interracial
liaisons between black and whites. For instance, Herskovits states that
“crossing has been going on for countless ages. Indeed, the matter be-
comes the more impressive when it is realized that no matter how rigidly
restrictions against crossing are set up, they do not seem to be of any
avail. . . . Attitudes and beliefs of this kind have not proved strong enough
to prevent mating across any line that society may draw. . . . This means,
then, that all human groups living to-day are of more or less mixed
ancestry, that no ‘pure’ race may be said to exist” (Herskovits 1934:540).
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cialist. All three nonetheless recognized that humans’ ability
to interbreed made them a part of the same stock. Moreover,
there are also similarities in how they employ the concept of
race to distinguish, involving the implicit or explicit reference
to physical characteristics, between American Negroes, Afri-
cans, and Europeans.11 Hooton’s understanding of implicit
admixture in Negro populations led him to define contem-
porary populations as “secondary races” (1926, 1927).12

As a firm believer that physical differences are the foun-
dation of racial difference, Hooton is critical of what he sees
as the indiscriminate use of the term “race” to categorize
groups on the basis of linguistic, religious, and geographical
differences:

The term “race” as applied to man is commonly employed

with no accurate and well-defined meaning. . . . All an-

thropologists agree that the criteria of race are physical char-

acters. The tests of racial distinction are the morphological

and metrical variations of such bodily characters as hair,

skin, nose, eyes, stature—differences in shape and propor-

tions of the head, the trunk and the limbs. (Hooton 1926:

75)

Specifically, Hooton argues that characters that are not greatly
influenced by environment or nutrition are the only reliable
measures of racial variation. Traits that “originated in func-
tional modifications, but have become so stabilized as to per-
sist in certain stocks even in contravention of their original
function” (Hooton 1926:77) are also cautiously recognized as
useful, including eye form and color; hair form, color, and
quality; and form of the lips and ear. Skeletal indicators in-
clude suture patterns, prognathism, form of incisors, relative
head breadth and length, and presence of features such as the
postglenoid and pharyngeal tubercles (Hooton 1926:77). As
such, “a race is a great division of mankind, the members of
which, through individually varying, are characterized as a
group by a certain combination of morphological and met-

11. Rest assured, these scholars took different positions on the specific
traits that were reliable in identifying racial difference as well as whether
or not it was possible to forge connections between physical characteristics
and language, material culture, mental capacity, or social organization.
Hooton is known for examining the latter issue in his 1939 study of
criminals. Herskovits did not associate physical characteristics with cul-
ture per se but did argue by way of his research that skin-color distri-
bution in black communities reflected a type of social selection on the
part of lighter-skinned women for darker-skinned men. As such, this
does reflect an example of cultural/social organization standing in rela-
tionship to race as determined by physical characteristics (Herskovits
1926a, 1934). Lipphardt (2012) also discusses Jewish people as being
characterized as being a biologically isolated group by way of religion.

12. Hooton makes the following distinction between primary and sec-
ondary races: “A primary race is one which has been modified only by
the operation of evolutionary factors including the selection of its own
intrinsic variations and of the modifications, adaptive or nonadaptive,
possibly caused by environmental stimuli. A secondary or composite race
is one in which a characteristic and stabilized combination of morpho-
logical and metrical features has been effected [sic] by a long-continued
intermixture of two or more primary races within an area of relative
isolation” (Hooton 1926:76).

rical features, principally nonadaptive, possibly caused by en-
vironmental stimuli” (Hooton 1926:78).

Herskovits is known for producing research that belies ideas
of Negro racial inferiority and argues that by virtue of long-
term admixture, no such thing as a “pure” race exists. None-
theless, he recognizes the “fact” that “some crosses have oc-
curred between peoples of more dissimilar physical
characteristics than has been the case with other mixtures,
and that it is in the former instances that the term ‘race-
crossing’ is properly applied” (Herskovits 1934:540). How-
ever, the distinctions between these groups are more evident
in some characters than others:

If the cross were between long-headed Britishers and long-

headed West Africans, the shape of the head would be of

relatively small significance. In this latter case, it would be

much more important to study what had happened to the

thickness of the lips or to the width of the nostrils or to

the different bodily proportions which characterize the two

parental types. (Herskovits 1934:541)

In other words, even groups that are extremely different from
one another will not present variation reflecting the extent of
their difference in all traits. However, only those traits re-
flecting the racial distance that is understood to exist between
groups should be the focus of studies. Justification for giving
disproportionate attention to said traits is rooted in a collec-
tive a priori understanding of “essential” difference between
racial groups. Rather than simply writing this off as “bad
science,” it is more appropriate to understand this historically
as a reflection of the “racial common sense” that makes it
possible to uncritically accept this sort of research decision
as part of rigorous scientific practice (Omi and Winant 1994).

Ashley Montagu (1942) makes similar points to Hooton
and Herskovits in stating that “The common definition of
‘race’ is based upon an arbitrary and superficial selection of
external characters” (374). Nonetheless, Montagu character-
ized American Negroes as a distinct type unto themselves:
“The American Negro must be regarded as one of the newest
types of mankind. He represents the effect of a considerable
amount of mixture among different African varieties, Amer-
ican Indians, and whites of every kind—principally whites of
British origin. Out of this mixture has come the unique type
or ethnic group represented by the American Negro” (Mon-
tagu 1942:56; also see Montagu 1944).

In sum, researchers determined that the mixed heritage of
American Negroes did not produce a racially ambiguous skel-
eton, but rather the opposite. Admixture presented itself in
the skeleton in specific ways that contributed to the “fact”
that the American Negro was a distinct racial type (a later
discussion will illustrate that this same fact of admixture pres-
ents in living populations). The irony of this outcome makes
the important point that racial purity and racial specificity
are not mutually dependent on one another in the process
of racial formation. The fact that American Negroes were not
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Figure 1. Comparative schematic of relative position of the fem-
oral head and knee joint. The continuous line indicates that white
male femoral proportions represent the most “advanced type”
of knee (in that the femoral head falls closest to the knee joint;
Ingalls 1926:360).

“racially pure” did not remove the possibility of subjecting
them to precise classification.

The following section provides further details on strategies
used for constructing racial boundaries between Negroes and
the individual groups from which they descend. This includes
identifying negroid traits in individuals that phenotypically
appear to be “white.”13

The Body in Parts: Racial Differences

Comparative analyses of skeletal and living populations were
largely based on examinations of the shape, angle, and contour
of crania and other skeletal elements. Differences in stature,
weight, and limb length and the presence of phenotypic traits
were also key variables in these studies. Both racialist and
nonracialist scholars illustrated the “fact” of distinct white
and Negro features evident in the hybrid body in their studies,
both inside and outside of a hierarchical context. The con-
tinued ability to identify “types and tendencies” of Negro and
white skeletal morphology was grounded in the scientific
“fact” that unlike more isolated populations, the Negro’s mor-
phology was both an intermediate between and markedly dif-
ferent from the primarily white and African types that pro-
duced it.

Western Reserve scholar N. William Ingalls’s published
studies of the Negro and white femur provide clear examples
of discourse around racial differences in the skeleton. His

13. It is important to note that this research is taking place at a time
of general social and scientific concern for identifying Negroes among
people with a “white” phenotype. For instance, Melbourne Tapper (1998)
and Keith Wailoo (2001) write about how diagnostic techniques for iden-
tifying people with sickle cell came to be relied on for identifying people
with white phenotypes as Negroes.

discussion included careful language that attempted to avoid
making qualitative statements in regard to racial differences.
Rather, Ingalls made the point that outside of the context of
race, his results pointed to an objective difference in the struc-
ture of Negro and white femora. Specifically, Ingalls noted
greater variation in cartilage thickness, head shape, and the
relative position of the femoral head in relation to the knee
(see fig. 1).

Ingalls states in the conclusion of the paper that Negro
femurs “give one the impression of a joint rather less finished
and less stereotyped than in the white. Both of these characters
would indicate a joint in which the bony apposition is less
accurate, if not also less adequate, or, in addition, a joint in
which there are special demands upon cartilage of sufficient
degree to call forth distinctive characters” (Ingalls 1926:372).
Ingalls takes care to note that he is not making a statement
about the comparative value of the femur and knee joint in
whites and Negroes. Rather, the data indicate a greater ac-
curacy and precision in the structure of the white knee joint:

We do not mean to imply that the knee joint, for example,

is not as good a joint in the colored as in the white. The

evidence from the cartilage as we see it, seems to indicate

. . . a greater specialization, if one may be permitted to use

the term, for a smaller range of movement on the one hand,

but especially for greater security or stability on the other.

In this sense the white joint would represent an advance

over the colored. (Ingalls 1926:373)

Ingalls makes a similar conclusion in his 1927 study: “The
condition found in the white would be more favorable to the
general stability and efficacy of the knee” (Ingalls 1927:405).
Of note in his racial comparison is the greater variation in
Negro femoral and knee joint structure and the implication
of its not being as well suited for upright walking.14 The
qualifying (“we do not mean to imply”) statement that pre-
ceded his conclusions reflects an attempt at what critical race
theorists refer to as a formal-race, colored-blind analysis of
differences (Gotanda 1991). By assuming this neutral position,
Ingalls suggests that his statements are in no way connected
to existing discourses around the inferiority of the Negro.
However, his references to which knee is better suited for
upright walking and which presents a more advanced struc-
ture do seem to reflect broader social and scientific attitudes
about differences between Negroes and whites. I want to
reemphasize here that the focus of my discussion is not on

14. Extensive variation, a lack of uniformity, and greater asymmetry
are all commonly attributed to the Negro skeleton and associated joint
complexes in many of the studies discussed and/or cited in this paper.
In contrast, whites are often presented as a rather uniform racial type as
evidenced by similarities in measurements and morphology across pop-
ulations (such as Trotter 1934a, 1934b). When extensive variation is not
found in Negro samples, it is noted as being “a fact which does not fit
in with the current theory of greater variability in the Negro” (Letterman
1941:115; also see Strauss 1927; Todd and Tracy 1930).
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Figure 2. Apparatus for measuring linear dimensions of the cranium (from Todd 1923:145).

confirming or denying whether or not Ingalls’s comments
were “racist.” Rather, I want to draw attention to the rhetorical
and ideological strategies employed by scientists to construct
racial meanings around their research.

Todd was heavily invested in developing more precise meth-
ods of determining cranial capacity (Jones-Kern 1997). In
addition to employing mathematical models, his efforts to-
ward greater precision involved adding additional measure-
ments beyond those developed by Morton (see fig. 2).

Todd’s papers on the linear dimensions of the cranium
(Todd and Russell 1923) and shape of the Negro cranium
(Todd and Tracy 1930) reflect his efforts toward greater pre-
cision and provide additional examples of formal-race anal-
ysis. In “Cranial Capacity and Linear Dimensions in White
and Negro” (Todd and Russell 1923), Todd says of the Negro
skeletons, “It is apparent that all these groups of crania come
essentially from the same people, that our series is fairly rep-
resentative of the population at large, and that contact with
the white man, and even the formation of hybrid material,
over three hundred years has not in the slightest obscured
the plainly Negro characters” (136). We see a similar implicitly
fixed characterization of racial features in the Negro cranium
in the paper coauthored with Barbara Tracy (Todd and Tracy
1930). The authors observed the supraorbital ridge, upper-
orbital margins, glabella, fronto-nasal junction, and interor-
bital distance in African, Negro, and white skulls from the
Von Luschan and Hammann collections. Following the logic
of focusing on the trait presenting the greatest “racial dis-
tance” discussed in the previous section, Todd and Tracy base

their study on the shape of the supraorbital ridge. The trait
appeared to be more undulating (U-type) in Negroes and
mesalike (M-type) in whites (fig. 3).

In addition to illustrating differences between the white
and Negro skulls, African skulls from the Von Luschan col-
lection were compared and found to be “distinctly more ne-
groid” (U-type) than American Negro skulls (Todd and Tracy
1930:74). That far less M-type skulls were found in the African
skeletal collection proved that this population represented a
“more pure” strain of Negro type than American blacks.

Todd and Tracy made the explicit point that they were not
adhering to a notion of racial fixedness but rather noting the
tendencies of a specific skull type to present more readily
among Negroes and the other among whites:

The preponderance of M-skulls in the White series gives

point to our contention that the U-type of American Negro

skull is the real Negro form and that the M-type is inde-

terminate in character. There is no intention of insisting

that U-type skulls are necessarily Negro or M-type skulls

are certainly White. The only justifiable position to take is

that . . . a collection of White skulls will be richest in M-

type features and a collection of Negro skulls richest in those

of U-type. (Todd and Tracy 1930:68)

Although it is the case that one rarely sees Negro forms in
pure white stock and white forms in purely Negro stock, these
traits are not to be seen as absolutely distinct. Rather, “The
situation is better expressed by visualizing so-called typical
white and Negro forms at the ends of a long range” (Todd
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Figure 3. Illustration of M- and U-type crania (frontal bones).

and Tracy 1930:76). With specific regard to the cranial type
of the American Negro, the authors concluded that “All evi-
dence appears to bear out the conclusion that in this study,
we have found two types of skull, namely, the true Negro or
U-type and the white pattern. Between the two extremes, the
M-type Negroes and the ‘mixed’ forms provide a continuity”
(Todd and Tracy 1930:108).

Todd and Tracy’s approach to formal-race analysis was
rooted in their evocation of continuity to frame their dis-
cussion. In doing so, they provided themselves with space to
distance themselves from the notion of fixed racial types at
the same time that they in part relied on this notion to draw
their conclusions about true Negro and white cranial patterns.
More explicitly than Ingalls, Todd and Tracy placed no com-
parative value on the differences between the Negro or white
skulls. Nonetheless, this research methodology is rooted in
the “common sense” that racial differences between whites
and blacks will manifest in skeletal morphology (Omi and
Winant 1994; Winant 2000). This collective knowledge is what
makes it possible for their designation of U- and M-type skulls
to be situated as “neutral, apolitical descriptions” merely re-
flecting ancestral origins (Gotanda 1991:4).

Other comparative studies were developed using a status-
race analysis, whereby the inferiority of the Negro was part
of the premise for the study (Gotanda 1991). This inferiority
was often expressed by way of establishing evolutionary re-
lationships that overtly expressed a more advanced mor-
phology on the part of whites. Being careful not to over-

associate a formal-race analysis with scholars historically
categorized as nonracialist, it is important to note that the
process of status-race formation is evident in Todd’s work as
well. In his discussion about the most reliable way to accu-
rately test cranial measurement techniques, he states that cra-
nia of the Ainu and Negroes should be compared because
“the most closely related races” should be used:

The latter is considered to be a primitive race near the

evolutionary starting point of the Europeans. . . . The

Congo-Gaboon type with which our Negroes are undoubt-

edly originally associated is a lower branch of the stem which

unites Europeans and Negroes together through some trunk

type near to which the Aino [sic] probably stands. If then

we choose a White type for comparison with our Negroes

it is plainly the Aino which we should use. (Todd and Russell

1923:177–178)

Todd’s primary goal in this study is to verify the accuracy of
his methods for objective racial identification. However, we
see that Todd situated Negroes on a “lower branch” of a stem
that unites them with Europeans. His categorization of the
Ainu reflected their general identification at the time as a
proto-Caucasian racial type (Chamberlain 1912; Kotani 1993;
Lewallen 2007; see Low 2012 for a more detailed discussion).
Therefore, his selection criteria for research subjects was in
part based on hierarchically organizing Europeans and non-
Europeans according to degree to which they have “evolved.”
Todd’s words illustrate that status- and formal-race perspec-
tives were employed simultaneously in the process of racial
formation.

In Washington University professor William Ossenfort’s
study of the atlas in whites and Negroes, morphological dif-
ferences suggested that the white atlas deviates more from the
mammalian type than the Negro (Ossenfort 1926:442). Trot-
ter’s study on the presence of septal apertures in whites and
Negroes (Trotter 1934a) offers another example of the line
of thinking and language used to articulate these status-race
differences. Based on results from a previous study conducted
by Hrdlička (1932), Trotter worked from the premise that this
was a naturally occurring phenomenon unrelated to activity
stress. Her data show that the aperture is more common in
women and Negroes. Echoing other comparisons of negroid
features in Africans and American Negroes, the aperture is
found more frequently in the former group: “Topinard (1885)
in a larger series found a higher incidence . . . than in other
studies or among our Negroes . . . but his material was African
as opposed to our American groups which must be recognized
as having other racial strains than Negro” (Trotter 1934a:222).
Regarding the evolutionary significance of the presentation
of this trait in whites and Negroes, Trotter notes, “The dis-
cussion of racial incidence brings us to a consideration of the
question of the variation being an atavism. . . . The aperture
occurs in other mammals occasionally and on the whole the
tendency seems to be toward obliteration in higher devel-
opment” (Trotter 1934a:222). Trotter concludes that the
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greater presentation in Negroes and women corresponds with
it being hindered from manifesting itself in the stronger bone
of the stronger limb of the stronger individual (Trotter 1934a:
223). Therefore, her research also provides examples of how
the construction of analogous relationships between racial and
sexual differences played an important role in racial forma-
tion. Although the focus of the septal aperture study is on
Negro-white differences, the significant presence of the feature
in white women does not affect the established status of Amer-
ican Negroes. At the same time, it does suggest a fundamental
difference between male and female skeletal morphology. In
quoting Hrdlička, Trotter racially marks women by associating
them with Negroes as being among the weaker individuals
with weaker limbs and bones. In her study of fusion in the
sternum and manubrium (Trotter 1934b), she also identifies
the higher frequency of this trait in white women as a racial
difference (440). Trotter’s study of variation in the white and
Negro vertebral column (Trotter 1929) offers similar conclu-
sions about male-female and Negro-white differences in skel-
etal morphology. In making allusions to racial differences
between white men and women, she observes that they rep-
resent opposite extremes of variation—with males having the
longest column lengths and females the shortest. Moreover,
she observes that the degree of variation in Negro males and
females is situated between the two. These findings reflect the
common analogies, constructed through systematic measure-
ment, that allowed scientists to use sexual differences to ex-
plain racial differences and vice versa (Leys Stepan 1993). That
women were considered to be the “lower race of sex” made
the observation that white women—not Negro women—had
vertebral-column lengths that represented the extreme op-
posite of white men seem reasonable (Leys Stepan 1993). This
illustrates the intersectional positioning of white and Negro
research subjects in the process of racial formation (Crenshaw
1996, 2003). The “common sense” of racial difference is built
on scientific constructions of analogous relationships between
race and sex. The following discussion illustrates the impor-
tant role of living-population studies in the work of con-
structing racial boundaries between American Negroes,
whites, and Indians.

Mapping Admixture from the Inside Out

Studies of both skeletal and living-population samples played
an equally important role in the construction of racial bound-
aries and meanings. Together, both data sets were used to
establish important correlations between physiognomy and
skeletal morphology that helped to affirm the “fact” of racial
boundaries. The methodology used in studies of living pop-
ulations reflected a priori assumptions about the physical ap-
pearance of racial purity and racial specificity. In the same
way that samples with distinct racial characters were identified
for comparative skeletal studies, researchers that studied living
populations utilized similar criteria to select research subjects.

Skin color and hair texture were often used as primary in-
dicators of racial purity and admixture for this purpose. For
instance, Steggerda searched for Negro, white, and Navajo
girls of “purer stock” for his 1928 study of comparative stat-
ure. With this in mind, Negro women with light skin or “soft”
hair were excluded from the study (see also Seib 1938; Steg-
gerda 1940). This suggests that research on living populations
was predicated on a more dependent relationship between
racial purity and specificity. Unlike the skeleton, the physical
appearance of admixture could be racially misleading. As
such, mapping physical changes associated with degrees of
admixture was a critical part of attributing racial specificity
to individuals and families with even the most racially am-
biguous characters. Careful documentation of changes in fac-
tors such as skin color, hair texture, and nose shape helped
to reinscribe racial boundaries onto bodies that appeared to
belie them.

Measuring degrees of admixture in some cases involved
recording family genealogy. However, because it relied on
individual self-reporting, some researchers questioned the sci-
entific validity of this information (Letterman 1941). Medical
scientists abandoned the methodology for identifying the
complete racial history of individuals for this very reason
(Tapper 1995, 1998).15 These sentiments were largely directed
toward the widely known studies on racial crossing in Negroes
conducted by Melville Herskovits (1926a, 1927, 1930, 1931).
In addition to his reliance on genealogy, Herskovits’s initial
research was critiqued for including anthropometric data on
Negroes that arguably did not reflect an adequate degree of
racial specificity (and therefore purity). In addition to being
lighter-skinned, these individuals were students at Howard
University, which also called into question how representative
they were of Negro cultural specificity. The cultural and racial
specificity of his sample was further questioned on the
grounds that most subjects were northerners who were as-
sumed to have less Negro blood and therefore a greater drive
for migration (Herskovits 1931). In response to these criti-
cisms, Herskovits engaged in comparative studies including
rural, urban, northern, and southern American Negroes. The
results of his studies indicated no significant differences in
stature or skeletal morphology between Negroes in any of
these categories as well as in lighter-skinned, college-educated
Negroes. These findings confirmed his assertion that

The American Negro, as indicated by the genealogies col-

lected in the course of the study, represented much more

racial crossing than had been generally recognized, and sec-

ondly, that in spite of this crossing, a physical type which

combined the characteristics of the African and European

ancestral populations and which was relatively homogenous

in character had been formed. (Herskovits 1931:193)

15. Genealogies were a key part of constructing rhetorical explanations
for the presence of sickling in apparently white individuals—as a result
of racial admixture in the remote past (Ogden 1943).
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Figure 4. Stewart family genealogy beginning with the “original crosses”: four-fourths white H. Stewart and four-fourths Negro
Anna Stewart.

Although his methodology was questioned, Herskovits’s con-
clusions were consistent with those of physical anthropologists
emphasizing the specificity of the American Negro physical
and racial type.

In fact, Todd and Tracy (1930) relied on Herskovits’s re-
search to make an explicit correlation between skull mor-
phology and skin color in their study of racial features in the
Negro cranium. Noting the near-identical pigmentation Her-
skovits found in the males and females in his studies, Todd
and Tracy noted the striking and “relative darkness” of many
of their females. They concluded that the high number of
dark-skinned females in their sample was a result of the social
selection, as explained by Herskovits (1926b), that favored
light-skinned females for mates:

It seems, therefore, quite likely that a laboratory population

should include a relatively large number of darkly pig-

mented females which are balanced in the average figure by

a small number of lightly pigmented subjects. . . . We cannot

help but noting in this connection that 70 per cent of our 85

females must be classed as U skulls, which we feel to represent

a relatively purer Negro ancestry. (Todd and Tracy 1930:60;

emphasis added)

Therefore, the darker skin of the Negro females in their sample

reflected social selection patterns in the living population. Skin
color also reflected the lesser amount of white admixture in
this group, which was substantiated by the high percentage
of corresponding U-type (Negro) skull morphology among
them. Therefore, we see that hard- and soft-tissue data were
used in tandem to identify distinct racial characters as well
as racial admixture. That Todd and Herskovits referenced each
other in their studies underscores how studies of living and
skeletal populations worked together to situate Negroes as a
distinct racial type.

Caroline Bond Day’s study on Negro-white families in the
United States (Bond Day 1932) is another example of an-
thropological studies drawing on genealogical and anthro-
pometric data. In spite of difficulties gathering data (such as
fear of exposing family members passing for white), Bond
Day successfully recorded “indisputable evidence” of blood
proportions (Bond Day 1932:5).16 Bond Day’s study con-
cluded that Negro-white crosses produced individuals that
primarily fit into three major classifications: dominant, re-

16. Degree of admixture ranged from one-eighth white blood to seven-
eighths or more (Bond Day 1932:9). Indian admixture is noted, but not
consistently.
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Figure 5. Jackson family genealogy. This genealogy is more characteristic of the genealogies provided in Bond Day’s thesis (1932;
missing what Bond Day refers to as the “original cross”).

cessive, and intermediate.17 These categories reflected the
gradual lightening of skin color, “lightening” of facial features,
and softening of hair that resulted from increasing amounts
of white admixture. Rather than merely presenting as white
or Negro according to degree of admixture, Bond Day ob-
served that individuals with more than four-eighths white
blood could present phenotypes identical to whites or people
of different nationalities.18 One of the stated purposes of Bond
Day’s study was to dispel myths about the achievement of
Negroes being directly proportional to the degree of white
admixture. She counters this notion of innate biological dif-
ference by arguing that Negro individuals and families more
closely associated with white relatives were in a better position
to benefit from the social and economic privileges they had:

I should like to state at the outset that however the achieve-

ments of this group may seem to argue for the advantages

of race crossing, it is my firm belief that Negroes who are

of unmixed blood are just as capable of achievement along

all lines as those who are mixed. Although it may seem that

the bulk of accomplishment lies among the latter group,

that fact is, in my opinion, entirely due to some early eco-

17. Bond Day makes a point of stating that she is not using the terms
“dominant” and “recessive” in the Mendelian sense.

18. In addition, her photographs were compared with photographs of
mixed-race individuals in other parts of the world to draw conclusions
about similarities in “phonotype” (Reading Eagle 1930).

nomic or cultural advantages accruing to the progeny of

white fathers or mothers because of this very circumstance.

(Bond Day 1932:6)

The “fact” of racial boundaries was also countered by Bond
Day’s assertion that Negroes with extensive white admixture
did not appear to be Negro at all. The narrative portion of
Bond Day’s thesis, however, is accompanied by detailed visual
documentation of families representing varying degrees of
white-Negro admixture. In other words, this project reflects
how researchers participated in simultaneously dispelling and
constructing racial truths.

Bond Day’s genealogical charts are accompanied by nar-
rative detailing the physiognomy of parents and offspring. In
carefully mapping physical changes associated with varying
degrees of admixture, her descriptions clearly attribute certain
facial features and hair textures to white or Negro racial
groups. Moreover, drawing on the “common sense” of racial
boundaries and racial specificity, her descriptions mark all
offspring as Negro regardless of their physiognomy. The nar-
rative description of the Stewart genealogy (see fig. 4) reflects
a discursive adherence to these boundaries.

Ada Mills’ children, of a marriage with a full Negro husband,

Colonel Young, skin color #28, hair grade B3, revert strongly

to the Negroid type of features, although neither of them

is as light in skin color as the mother or as dark as the

father. The girl, who is slightly fairer than the boy, appears
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Figure 6. Hair samples Bond Day collected representing the greatest (one-fourth Negro, three-fourths white) and least (four-fourths
Negro) amount of white admixture. Notice that the inclusion of Indian descent is arbitrary (based on the self-reporting of par-
ticipants).

to have a broader nose. Both have hair which is naturally

intermediate in quality between that of the parents. (Bond

Day 1932:20)

The description of the Jackson family (fig. 5) provides another
example of discursive adherence to the truth of distinct racial
characters.

Bond Day describes the family as a good illustration of “the
attenuation and practical disappearance of negroid nasal and
lip characters in the first back-crossed generation” (Bond Day
1932:21). Bond Day specifically notes the presence of the long
and narrow “leptorrhine nose” in the father and the children.

In addition to describing facial features, Bond Day provides
a chart illustrating variations in the hair texture of individuals
with admixture ranging from four-fourths Negro to one-
fourth Negro–three-fourths white (see fig. 6). Again, like the
genealogical descriptions, this chart suggests that racial mix-
ture can be carefully mapped such that racial specificity can
be identified in the midst of physical ambiguity.

Visuals and narrative are followed by supporting anthro-
pometric data outlined by her advisor, Earnest Hooton, in
the last section of the thesis. These data were compared with
measurements taken of whites and Negroes from the Harvard
Criminal Survey and studies by Herskovits (1930), Hrdlička
(1923, 1932), and Davenport and Steggerda (1929). Hooton’s
analyses of body proportion and size as well as features such
as nasal breadth and trunk and arm length indicated how
admixture both obscured and retained distinct racial char-
acters. Generally speaking, he found that admixture had little
effect on body proportion or size. However, changes in the
nose, trunk, and arm length followed the changes in physical
form seen in hair with increasing amounts of white admixture.
Hooton notes that while this outcome could be the result of
small data sets, he goes on to state that “On the other hand,
it may be an anthropological fact that, with the exceptions
noted, Negroids tend to preserve proportions even when
white blood becomes predominant. I am inclined to attribute
the results to the latter cause, because of the clear regression

exhibited in the nose breadth and nasal index” (Hooton 1932:
81).

Therefore, Bond Day and Hooton’s study of admixed living
populations produced results similar to those resulting from
skeletal studies. As there were skeletal characters that scientists
identified as racially indeterminate, Hooton and Bond Day
identified bodily proportion and size in the same way. In the
same way that the shape of frontal (cranial) bones and ver-
tebral-column length presented racially specific differences,
Hooton and Bond Day found the same to be the case in the
shape of the nose, in hair texture, and in limb length. There-
fore, in the absence of racial purity, researchers developed
methods to pinpoint the racial specificity of individuals and
families. Interestingly, Bond Day and Hooton concluded that
this same segregation of racially specific and nonspecific fea-
tures is what made it possible that the “occasional mulatto
may easily be mistaken for a pure white” (Hooton in Bond
Day 1932:107; emphasis added). The wording used here
makes an important point about the multiple levels on which
researchers engaged in racial formation: where racial bound-
aries appeared not to exist, they were evoked by way of dis-
cursive maneuvers implying that Negroes could be identified
as white by mistake.19

Conclusion

The purpose of this discussion was to draw attention to the
complex processes of racial formation that American physical

19. It goes without saying that the different perspectives on racial
variation held by Hooton and Bond Day are yet another aspect of the
mosaic of racial meanings involved in shaping the study. Regarding what
he refers to as miscegenation, Hooton states at the end of Bond Day’s
thesis that “I see no reason to ‘view with alarm’ the biological results of
such mixtures. On the other hand one is hardly impelled to ‘point with
pride.’ The superiority, inferiority, or mediocrity of the offspring is prob-
ably dependent upon the individual contributions of the various parental
strains” (Hooton 1932:107).
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anthropologists were involved in during a time that is com-

monly framed by oversimplified divisions between racialist

and nonracialist scholarship. In doing so, we can examine

more critically the process by which scientific practice as a

social, political, and intellectual force determines the impor-

tance of racial categories. The studies reviewed in this paper

indicate that the dynamics associated with Negroes being a

representative product of admixture and racial specificity re-

quired the definition and redefinition of racial boundaries.

Among other things, this involved establishing morphological

and evolutionary distance between whites and Negroes: skel-

etal analyses included narratives placing Negroes in hierar-

chical relationships with European and named proto-Euro-

pean groups in distinguishing cranial features. Negroes were

further distanced from European and European-descendant

groups by research that presented a higher degree of “ad-

vancement” in European skeletal morphology. Research on

living populations in particular lent to the construction of

American Negroes as a group marked by both racial ambiguity

and distinction. That Negroes with extensive admixture could

be mistaken for white emphasized the unstable nature of racial

boundaries that necessitated their definition and redefinition.

The identification of characters that remain unchanged with

admixture, along with the discursive construction of racial

boundaries, assisted in countering this instability. Rather than

pointing to fixed notions of race, these constructions point

to the diverse ideological content around which different ra-

cial meanings were constructed through research practices.

The simultaneous consideration of racially indeterminate

characters, characters that changed with admixture, and char-

acters identified as racially specific were foundational elements

of this content. This process of defining racial boundaries

through scientific practice indicates how race operates within

and outside of the confines of scientific authority.

This discussion also lends itself to a broader examination

of racial formation that highlights the intersections in bioan-

thropological developments in the United States and abroad.

This is most clear in the international influence of certain

researchers, living populations, and skeletal collections in the

work of understanding racial variation and constructing racial

difference. There are equally important implications for con-

temporary racial discourse and scientific practice, especially

as it relates to the delineation of racial groups in medical

science. Regarded as foundational knowledge, this discussion

can be used to examine critically contemporary manifesta-

tions of racial and scientific ideologies. Unfortunately, there

are fewer differences between early twentieth-century and

twenty-first-century racial constructions than assumed. In di-

recting a critical eye toward the conceptualizations of race

and scientific practice in the past, we can do the same for the

present. Bioanthropologists are playing a more central role in

national conversations on race as it relates to social, economic,

and political effects of racism.20 Scholars are also involved in
important critical examinations of current medical research
as it relates to pharmaceuticals, genetic testing, informed con-
sent, and health disparities in African American populations
(Goodman and Jones 2005; Keita 2006; Outram and Ellison
2006; Yu, Goering, and Fullerton 2009; see also Satel 2001).
This discussion suggests that this activism can and should be
extended to more critical engagement of repatriation issues
for African-descendant populations (Mack 2007). Current
discussions raise new questions about how African-descen-
dant populations continue to be constructed as racialized oth-
ers and their bodies continue to be located outside of the
realm of legal protection.
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An Anthropology of Repatriation
Contemporary Physical Anthropological and Native

American Ontologies of Practice

by Ann M. Kakaliouras

The policies and politics around the repatriation of ancestral human remains and biological materials to Native
North Americans and other indigenous peoples have largely been rooted in attempts to reconcile divergent worldviews
about cultural heritage. Even though repatriation has been a legal and practical reality for over 2 decades, controversies
between anthropological scientists and repatriation proponents still often dominate professional and scholarly dis-
courses over the fate of Native American human remains and associated artifacts. The epistemological gap between
Western scientific and indigenous or Native American perspectives—however crucial to bridge in the process of
consultation and achieving mutual agreements—is likely to remain. Moreover, although it is a productive legal,
sociopolitical, and cultural strategy for many indigenous groups, repatriation as practiced still struggles to funda-
mentally transform anthropology’s relationship to indigenous peoples, at least in the United States. In this article
I will explore new theoretical foundations for repatriation and “repatriatables” that bring Western and physical
anthropological conceptions into greater symmetry with indigenous perspectives regarding the active social power
and potential subjectivities of skeletal and material cultural remains.

Ownership gathers things momentarily to a point by lo-
cating them in the owner, halting endless dissemination,
effecting an identity. (Strathern 1999:177)

Repatriation in Bioanthropological
Discourse: A Partial History

In 2010, 20 years had gone by since the passage of the Native
American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act (NAGPRA,
PL 101–601), the instantiation into U.S. federal law of a move-
ment in Native North America with a deep and complicated
history (Nash and Colwell-Chanthaphonh 2010). In the
1970s, Native American and Hawaiian people, long and an-
grily aware of the collecting practices of anthropologists, be-
gan to request—and in some cases demand—the return of
artifacts and skeletal remains from museums and universities
(Fine-Dare 2002). Almost 40 years have passed since members
of the American Indian Movement hijacked an archaeological
field school in Iowa to protest the treatment of their ancestors
(McGuire 1997; Watkins 2000), thereby inaugurating the re-
patriation movement as one of moral, spiritual, and political
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action in Native American communities. (For a more nuanced
and comprehensive history of the repatriation movement, see
Fine-Dare 2008.) Before the passage of NAGPRA in 1990 and
as a response to this burgeoning movement, numerous states
had already developed repatriation and reburial programs in
consultation with tribal governments, museums, and univer-
sities (Ubelaker and Grant 1989). In the mid- to late 1980s,
individual museums also began to repatriate long-requested
items to specific tribes and nations, such as Harvard’s Peabody
Museum’s return of the sacred pole (Umon’hon’ti) to the
Omaha people (Ridington 1993) and the Smithsonian’s re-
patriation of “war god” figures (Ahayu:da) to the Zuni (Mer-
rill, Ladd, and Ferguson 1993).

Likewise, over the past few decades, laws, agreements, and
many hours of both mandated and freely volunteered con-
sultations in Canada and Australia have crafted new rela-
tionships between anthropologists, First Nations, and aborig-
inal peoples, respectively (Smith and Wobst 2005). In many
ways, then, the process of repatriation of ancestral remains,
sacred objects, and objects of cultural patrimony has become
de rigueur for indigenous peoples, physical anthropologists,
museum professionals, and archaeologists throughout North
America and Australia (Nash and Colwell-Chanthaphonh
2010). Similarly, repatriation is becoming more global, with
numerous nations, ethnicities, and cultural groups attempting
to resecure their material heritages, whether they are objects
considered treasures of Western art—the Parthenon Marbles,
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for example—or individual former “scientific curiosities”
such as Sara Baartman (e.g., Lobell 2006; Qureshi 2004).1

For about 2 decades before and after NAGPRA’s passage,
many prominent U.S. archaeologists and physical anthro-
pologists voiced in the academic literature their resistance to
the idea and increasing reality of repatriation (e.g., Buikstra
1983 [cf. Buikstra 2006]; Meighan 1992; Turner 1986). Usually
appealing to Western universalist notions of the ancient past,
anthropologists made the following sort of antirepatriation
case, though one stated more forcefully here:

I explicitly assume that no living culture, religion, interest

group, or biological population has any moral or legal right

to the exclusive use or regulation of ancient human skeletons

since all humans are members of the same species, and

ancient skeletons are the remnants of unduplicatable evo-

lutionary events which all living and future peoples have

the right to know about and understand. In other words,

ancient human skeletons belong to everyone. (Turner 1986:

1)

This position suggests that the information of value embedded
in human remains and archaeological artifacts is only acces-
sible to academic specialists; therefore, repatriation would rep-
resent not only an irreversible loss to “science” but also create
insurmountable obstacles to “everyone’s” understanding of
the past.2 More recently, archaeologists and physical anthro-
pologists have also attempted to educate in the repatriation
literature, more explicitly articulating why the study of human
and artifactual remains is important to understandings of the
past lifeways of Native Americans in particular (Baker et al.
2001; Landau and Steele 1996; Larsen and Walker 2005;
Walker 2000).

For most of the first decade of the twenty-first century,
though, disciplinary discourses about repatriation in anthro-
pology have shifted toward intercultural collaboration, dia-
logue, and reconciliation (see Kakaliouras 2008b:46). This
shift could be attributed to an acknowledgment that the cul-
tural context for the practice of archaeology and bioarchaeol-
ogy in a few nations has been transformed because of repa-
triation. Perhaps also, antirepatriation voices have, in large
part, simply left the professional literature or, as Weiss (2008)
has asserted, have left their research sites in North America.
Either way, the disciplines that have traditionally studied ma-
terial remains in the absence of their makers (archaeology)
or biological remains in the absence of their descendants (os-

1. That repatriation has become more institutionalized in English-
speaking settler colonial nations will be addressed in more detail.

2. The idea that scientists or professional archaeologists are the proper
stewards of any people’s past has a rich history of its own, traced in no
small part in the United States to the passage of the 1906 Antiquities
Act, which made Native American archaeological sites and their contents
the property of the U.S. government.

teology or bioarchaeology) now exist alongside repatriation.3

Furthermore, since the early 1990s vibrant literatures have
developed—particularly in archaeology and academic law—
examining the effects of repatriation on numerous stake-
holders, from museums to specific tribes and nations to the
courts (e.g., Colwell-Chanthaphonh 2009; Harding 1997,
2005; Killion 2007). Moreover, an entire discipline of “indig-
enous archaeologists” of Native and non-Native cultural de-
scent has recently emerged; indigenous archaeologists have,
arguably, relatively new opportunities to train at prestigious
graduate schools, run field schools, and publish Native-ori-
ented interpretations of material remains (Lippert 2008; Smith
and Wobst 2005; Watkins 2005).

The road for repatriation and the attention to indigenous
knowledges in archaeology it has helped to foster has of course
not occurred without contention. One needs only to think of
the Kennewick Man/The Ancient One skeleton to conjure the
still wide differences between how anthropological scientists
and indigenous people see their worlds. Kennewick Man, a
9,000-year-old individual uncovered from a riverbed in Wash-
ington State, was the center of a bitter legal dispute from 1996
to 2004. A confederation of five northwest tribes/nations
claimed the remains under NAGPRA as an ancestor, and eight
anthropologists sued the Department of the Interior, who had
control of the remains, to prevent the skeleton from being
repatriated. The plaintiff scientists prevailed in federal district
court, and the Kennewick Man/The Ancient One skeleton
remains in curation at the Burke Museum in Seattle, Wash-
ington.4 In this case, oral historical information and Native
perceptions of an ancestor kin relationship between the dis-
turbed remains and themselves were dismissed as unfounded.
The court found in favor of morphological data that led some
anthropologists to conclude that Kennewick Man/The An-
cient One was not Native American despite his archaeological
context (e.g., Owsley and Jantz 2002).

Another example of continuing tensions between the
worldviews of archaeologists/physical anthropologists and in-
digenous people (which are no longer mutually exclusive
identity categories) is a recent discussion about the interpre-
tive power, or lack thereof, of indigenous archaeology. Briefly,

3. The terms “bioarchaeology” and “osteology” will be used inter-
changeably in this article to refer to the subdisciplines of biological or
physical anthropology that focus on anatomically modern human skeletal
remains as evidence for behavior and conditions of life in the past (e.g.,
Buikstra and Beck 2006; Larsen 1997).

4. Although beyond the scope of this piece, very ancient remains
throughout the Americas still represent key flash points for repatriation
controversy. Much of the academic discourse around these remains ques-
tions the application to them of a Native or indigenous identity because
of morphological features that do not appear “indigenous.” Kennewick
Man was originally classified as “Caucasoid,” a move that refueled critique
of racialist interpretations in archaeology. Similarly “Lucia,” a skeletal
individual from Northeastern Brazil, has been referred to in the main-
stream press as “negroid” and as more closely related to ancient Aus-
tralians (“First Americans were Australian” http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/
sci/tech/430944.stm [accessed December 15, 2009]).
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the practice of indigenous archaeology aims to both open
archaeological investigation to indigenous peoples as well as
to serve as a critique of and remedy for Western and colonialist
bias in mainstream archaeology, such as the use of archaeo-
logical classifications that alienate indigenous perspectives
(e.g., Atalay 2006; Dongoske et al. 1997). Indigenous archae-
ology may also include performing and drawing on the spir-
itual traditions and oral historical sources of descendant com-
munities (e.g., Anyon 1991). Recently, however, McGhee
(2008) contended that indigenous archaeology recreates an
older anthropological concept, what he calls “Aboriginalism,”
or the notion “that indigenous people form a class of humans
with unique qualities and abilities that are not shared by non-
Aboriginals” (594). He further argues that archaeological ca-
pitulation to indigenous viewpoints risks turning the disci-
pline into a collection of mythic subjectivities. Zimmerman
(2009), among others, has responded that the science of ar-
chaeology “can [and has] hurt people” and that scientists also
practice recklessness in their assumptions of Western univer-
sality.

Lately, too, there has been a brief reprise of framing re-
patriation as a struggle between science and religion, not un-
like the evolution/creation debate in the United States. Skeletal
biologist Elizabeth Weiss, in Reburying the Past: The Effects of
Repatriation and Reburial on Scientific Inquiry (Weiss 2008),
depicts repatriation activists as inauthentic religious funda-
mentalists who are allowed to breach separation of church
and state and impinge on scientific freedom: “The govern-
ment pays for ceremonies and supports the various rituals
and methods Native Americans claim for the treatment of
these remains even though most Native Americans converted
to Christianity and had previously sold ‘sacred objects’”
(Weiss 2008:61).

At any rate, what this admittedly brief and partial history
should index is that while repatriation has changed the prac-
tice of archaeology and physical anthropology (i.e., Killion
2008), it has not, counter to the hopes of indigenous ar-
chaeologists and their allies, transformed the basic positivistic
and universalist premises with which these sciences operate.
Similarly, despite the obvious benefits of increased consul-
tation, cooperation, and mutual respect for both anthropol-
ogists and indigenous peoples (e.g., Larsen and Walker 2005),
repatriation is still seen as a fundamental loss for science; the
struggle to retain culturally unaffiliated skeletal collections
attests to this continuing concern among physical anthro-
pologists in particular. Furthermore, physical anthropologists
and archaeologists have been and are able partners in repa-
triation efforts, but the end results in these disciplines are
often conceived to benefit only the Native people receiving
the ancestral remains and artifacts (i.e., the new but “original”
indigenous owners; Lippert 2006:431). This is a rather essen-
tialist concept of cultural property and ownership that ob-
scures the processes of appropriation that so successfully re-
cast specific indigenous human remains as keys for the
understanding of all people’s histories. That is, for the an-

thropological sciences, education in the history of collection
practices—and the power the West had and has to own and
deploy the ancestral and cultural heritage of non-Western
peoples—usually takes a back seat to technical and skills train-
ing (Kakaliouras 2008a:121–122). Narratives of the massive
colonialist collection of indigenous and ancient remains to
serve a Western scientific story of the past have been told
many times over (e.g., Bieder 1986; Gould 1981; Mihesuah
2000; Thomas 2000). What has been missing from this lit-
erature of objectification and from discourses about repatri-
ation in general, though, is (1) an analysis of the cultural
work that “repatriatable” materials do before and after their
return, and (2) a consideration of physical anthropological
and indigenous subject-making processes through the lenses
that the potential for repatriation provides.

In the rest of this article, I hope to sketch a picture detailing
how repatriation—both a vibrant indigenous movement and
one of the most radical and massive “public anthropology”
projects in the last century—may be brought further into the
sphere of anthropological theory making and analysis. There
are as many distinct microhistories of repatriation as there
are indigenous peoples, descendant communities, museums,
universities, and scholars, so I do not claim to capture ho-
listically or typify particular experiences or conflicts (e.g.,
Clouse 2009; Fine-Dare 2002; Kerber 2006; Larsen and Walker
2005; Ousley, Billeck, and Hollinger 2005). Furthermore, I do
not intend to provide a comprehensive treatment of
NAGPRA, the U.S. federal law that has come to define and
control repatriation processes in the United States. I do mean,
though, to stretch the anthropological imaginary about re-
patriation as a phenomenon in the United States (without
reappropriating the process from indigenous peoples). I have
chosen the United States as a broad cultural and discursive
context principally because of the acrimonious character of
the legal, political, and scholarly conflicts over repatriation,
especially as compared with Australia or Canada (Buikstra
2006:410–412). Further, in the United States, repatriation dis-
course occurs within a complex and long-standing pan-Indian
politic, one that is often de-emphasized in anthropological
accounts of relationships between specific Native tribes,
nations, and scientists (cf. Biolsi and Zimmerman 1997; Zim-
merman 2008). This pan-Indian ethic, though, is frequently
employed by Native scholars and activists to make claims for
the return of ancestral remains and artifacts (e.g., LaDuke
2005; Peters 2006). Yet rather than describing repatriation as
a resolution or instigation of conflicts between Native and
scientific worldviews, as it has often been imagined, I would
like to explore, in it is hoped a symmetrical way (Latour 1993),
the new objects, subjects, and relationships created by repa-
triation in the last few decades. It may be theoretically and
practically fruitful to extend our responsibility as scholars
toward considering repatriatable “objects of study” not just
when they are in our control but as they move through diverse
and often contradictory cultural contexts, effecting different
identities, to roughly paraphrase Strathern’s epigraph above.
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Toward an Anthropology of Repatriation

Recently some sociocultural anthropologists have begun to
steer ethnographic research toward the recognition of differ-
ent ontological worlds and away from the more conventional
anthropological practice of using various social theories to
describe, translate, and analyze other peoples’ systems of
knowing, or epistemologies (i.e., Henare, Holbraad, and
Wastell 2007; Viveiros de Castro 2003, 2005). Coming vari-
ously out of material culture studies (e.g., Miller 2005), science
studies (Latour 1993, 2004, 2005), sociocultural anthropology,
and archaeology (e.g., Meskell 2004, 2005; Tilley 1999), this
“ontological turn” has opened a set of intriguing questions
regarding anthropological perspective and interpretation. To
oversimplify for a moment, it is traditional in the West to
believe that there is one natural and material world made up
of arrangements of the same basic stuffs; different peoples
then, we assume, think of this one world in different ways.
Anthropology as a discipline in this tradition is “the episteme
of others’ epistemes, which we call cultures” (Henare, Hol-
braad, and Wastell 2007:9; emphasis in the original).

In the West, for example, bones are the biological husks of
a once living but now dead being. Those who imbue human
skeletal remains with other properties, such as being con-
tainers of spirits or embodiments of ancestors, apply a dis-
tinctly different view to the substance of what bones are. Yet
if the material world is one and cultural perspectives are mul-
tiple, can radically different perspectives on the same materials
actually be given interpretive equivalency?

For if cultures render different appearances of reality, it

follows that one of them is special and better than all the

others, namely the one that best reflects reality. And since

science—the search for representations that reflect reality as

transparently and faithfully as possible—happens to be a

modern Western project, that special culture is, well, ours.

(Henare, Holbraad, and Wastell 2007:11)

This problem becomes practical in knotty cases such as the
Kennewick Man/The Ancient One conflict, where Native
claims to cultural affiliation based on oral history and antiq-
uity of residence were deemed to lack evidentiary weight,
whereas anthropometric dissimilarity to modern Native peo-
ple was privileged.5 In a battle of worldviews, where anthro-

5. 367 F.3d 864 (9th Cir. 2004). Neither the biological nor the oral
historical line of evidence was suggestive of cultural affiliation or lack
thereof in this case. The cranium could not be reasonably morphologically
affiliated with any population, modern or ancient, and the oral history
could not be tied to this skeleton in particular. That the cranial mor-
phology was dissimilar to modern Native people does not foreclose the
possibility that Kennewick Man/The Ancient One was an ancestor of the
tribal claimants, as morphology as well as oral history changes over time.
The relativistic difficulty here emerges in the text of the law pertaining
to the evidentiary standard for cultural affiliation: “Such Native American
human remains and funerary objects shall be expeditiously returned
where the requesting Indian tribe or Native Hawaiian organization can
show cultural affiliation by a preponderance of the evidence based upon
geographical, kinship, biological, archaeological, anthropological, lin-

pological science has authoritatively told the story of Native
North Americans for more than a century, it is not surprising
that when put to a legal test, the unfamiliar of the worldviews
cannot stand.

A relativist position might give purchase to both perspec-
tives—whether about bones in general or specific skeletal in-
dividuals in particular—working to understand each in ref-
erence to the other. But as Henare and colleagues further
query, “How . . . can relativists assert without contradiction
that our representations are both partial with respect to others’
and rich enough to translate them?” (Henare, Holbraad, and
Wastell 2007:11). That is, a sympathetic bioarchaeologist can
respect that some Native American people believe that their
ancestors are present in or express themselves through skeletal
remains. Or a Native person can know that osteologists infer
past behavior from skeletal morphological evidence and even
perhaps agree that such study may be useful. Yet a skeletal
pathology indicating vertebral arthritis and a resident ancestor
do not easily inform each other’s existence or reconcile views
about each other in the people who come into contact with
the remains (e.g., Blom, Petersen, and Wiseman 2006:83).
Simply speaking, bones that are ancestors inhabit different
worlds from bones that become informative about past nu-
tritional conditions or population movements or whatever
category of information physical anthropologists are inter-
ested in.

So, another facet of this “ontological turn” is the notion
that “‘different worlds’ are to be found in ‘things,’” (Henare,
Holbraad, and Wastell 2007:15), and further, that the Western
practice of attaching dynamic meanings to static things al-
ready precludes other peoples’ understanding of the “things”
in question, returning their conceptions, over and over again,
to the status of fetishism—which does not exactly give in-
digenous people the status of “philosophers blessed by a better
appreciation of the agency of things” (Miller 2005:30). It is
not that one way of seeing a thing is more true than another
but that the things themselves are produced, maintained, con-
ceived of, and operate in different worlds. Repatriation as a
phenomenon has brought new and intense attention to the
question of to which worlds large categories of “things” belong
and who should be the stewards of specific cultural and ma-
terial pasts as enacted by the control over and interpretation
of archaeological artifacts and human skeletal remains. It may,
then, be useful to draw out some of the ways that repatriation
acts to produce novel knowledges and interactions—in per-
haps familiar examples and narratives—to push and prod at
the kinds of “things” that repatriation has brought into the
world.

guistic, folkloric, oral traditional, historical, or other relevant information
or expert opinion” (PL 101–601; 25 USC 3001–30013). Putting “an-
thropological” or “biological” with “folkloric” and “oral traditional” sim-
ply begs for the privileging of the scientific when the various spheres of
evidence conflict.
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“Repatriatables”: Ontological Twists and Turns

I would like, therefore, to consider how repatriation has
changed the world of things (or thing-worlds) for both Native
American people and physical anthropologists specifically. Al-
though the following discussion could also apply to the cul-
tural remains of interest to archaeologists, human skeletal
remains—the stuff of interpretation for osteologists and
bioarchaeologists—are particularly charged in repatriation
discourses and were the flash points for the repatriation move-
ment’s efforts for decades (Fine-Dare 2002; Mihesuah 2000).
That is not to say that the many and varied human actors
involved in and touched by repatriation subscribe to views
that are invalid or that one set of perspectives will emerge
victorious, either in this analysis or in real-world struggles
over material and spiritual heritage. Yet I do wish to address
the following questions. What can we learn from de-empha-
sizing different views about what is considered for repatriation
or repatriated in favor of understanding what those things
(or for Native Americans, ancestors or people) do in the
cultural worlds they occupy? What distances may be bridged
or even widened between indigenous and anthropological
conceptions of repatriation when we examine the experiences
of “repatriatables”? In short, what I attempt to delineate here
is a set of possibilities for conceiving repatriation ontologically
rather than epistemologically.

This should not require a massive leap of faith for physical
anthropologists, who typically do not consider skeletons to
be without a kind of agency—one, though that is produced
through methods of “reconstructing life from the skeleton”
(Işcan and Kennedy 1989). Admittedly my use of the word
“thing” here to describe human skeletal remains has already
tipped my hand toward a presupposition that the Western
scientific view of bones is the correct one; however, I use
“thing” here and “object” infrequently below, clearly recog-
nizing that many Native American people conceive of human
skeletal remains as ancestors or simply as people (e.g., Hem-
enway 2010:173). My characterization of the physical mani-
festation of Native American ancestors (human skeletal re-
mains) in the next section (“Repatriatables and Physical
Anthropological Subjects”), therefore, in no way indexes a
preference for seeing skeletal remains as objects rather than
subjects. On the contrary, I attempt only to faithfully represent
a common physical anthropological perspective about human
bones. Likewise, what I hope to accomplish is an analysis of
the ways in which physical anthropologists construct and em-
ploy a kind of subjectivity for human skeletal remains in their
interpretations of the lifeways of past peoples. Though beyond
the scope of this particular analysis, there is much work that
could be done in engaging or unpacking an object/subject
divide in physical anthropological method and practice (see
Boutin 2009 for an engagement of this issue). In the next
section (“Repatriatables and Physical Anthropological Sub-
jects”), then, I will only explore the varied subjects that phys-
ical anthropologists make and gather in their investigations

and how in the context of discourses about repatriation they
interact with those conceived of by Native Americans.

First, however, if I can be allowed this presumption, before
repatriation the bulk of tangible Native American human skel-
etal remains could be located in two general spaces: museums
and academic institutions, and under the surface of the earth
(or depending on their ritual treatments, above ground). Re-
patriation has opened the possibility for Native ancestral re-
mains to occupy a whole different set of spaces and places:
to be in transit across large geographic regions, to be in new
tribally run curation facilities (Larsen and Walker 2005), or
to be simply set apart from other bones, perhaps waiting for
a repatriation claim to be made or settled. Further, repatriated
remains not only travel in space but also perform a bit of
cultural time travel, forming an uneasy bridge between the
“prehistoric” and the contemporary. At one time they were
buried or otherwise placed in a mortuary context. Then they
are preserved, curated, and used for anthropological inter-
pretations regarding their lived past. Perhaps last, they ex-
perience a certain “reuse” in the contemporary version of the
communities from which they came as they are either reburied
or re/stored in this new-to-them cultural context. Archaeol-
ogists commonly perform this sort of thought work about
material remains:

If archaeology is concerned with fossilised remains from the

past, they are nonetheless preserved in the present, and it

is effectively in our present that they are manifest to us.

. . . More deeply still, we are ourselves producers of ar-

chaeological materials, and when we practise the discipline,

we do little more than add a new archaeological episode to

the existence of places and things that have often already

known a long series of functions and uses. (Olivier 2001:

180)

Following Olivier, repatriation has produced a new category
of archaeological and contemporary material culture (Miller
1998), the “repatriatable”—a kind of remain that has the
possibility to be returned to a Native American tribe or nation.
This category is distinct temporally and affectively from the
burial and institutional contexts where skeletal remains have
typically resided. Repatriatables as such have significant power
in the present and have stirred a whole set of complex and
long-standing cultural and historical sentiments toward them
from Native people and anthropologists alike.

For many Native American people, for example, repatri-
atables can embody ancestors, but they also give material
evidence to the destruction, dispossession, and scientific ob-
jectification of their cultures and heritages (Dumont 2011;
Riding In 1992; Thomas 2000). Additionally, the reception
and ritual integration of repatriated human remains is often
mournful, therapeutic, and empowering (Ayau and Tengan
2002; Hemenway 2009; Hubert and Fforde 2002; Johnson
2007). Some tribes even developed new ceremonies specific
to reburials because that category of ritual never existed before
the possibility of receiving remains for their care became a
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reality. Repatriatables, even before any return, also marshal
people to act differently around them (Latour 2005); they
receive visits and ministering from Native ritual specialists as
well as increased sensitivity from others, including museum
or institutional staff and anthropological researchers.

At a larger scale of analysis, repatriatables have been re-
flections of historical and contemporary policies regarding
who can be officially Native American in the United States.
That is, until recently only tribes and nations that were fed-
erally recognized by the U.S. government were able to receive
remains under NAGPRA (and only from public or federal
lands). Federal recognition grants sovereign status, the special
“government-to-government” relationship possible between
the United States and tribes and nations, as well as access to
grants and other funding for economic development. The
process, however, for most tribes and nations has involved
meeting a list of criteria related to “Indian” identity; these
include historical and ongoing maintenance of a Native iden-
tity in a circumscribed community, “identification as an In-
dian entity by anthropologists, historians, and/or other schol-
ars,” and “cultural patterns shared among a significant
portion of the group that are different from the non-Indian
populations with whom it interacts,” to name only a few.6

To add another layer of complexity to already complicated
legal terrain, new NAGPRA regulations bearing on the dis-
position of culturally unidentifiable or unaffiliated remains
went into effect last year (Department of the Interior 2010).
These regulations officially open repatriation to groups not
federally recognized who can prove linkages to human re-
mains through ancestral residence on the land from which
the remains came. Museums and other agencies holding cul-
turally unaffiliated Native American remains may also now
consult with communities not federally recognized about the
final fate of these collections.7 There are over 200 Native
groups not federally recognized who have official recognition

6. 25 C.F.R. Part 83.7.
7. The new regulations, however, do not apply to associated funerary

objects (items buried with the skeletons). While the rules are controversial
to many anthropologists because of the threat of losing previously un-
affiliated skeletal collections, Native and non-Native repatriation activists
are mobilizing to encourage the Department of the Interior to include
associated funerary objects as well (Amy Lonetree, personal conversation,
2010). Furthermore, the terms “culturally unaffiliated” and “culturally
unidentifiable” are not necessarily synonymous. “Culturally unaffiliated”
is or was a term that applied to remains, under the law, that are either
affiliated with a group not federally recognized or who currently do not
have a clear cultural provenance. “Culturally unidentifiable,” as Dumont
(2011:25) observes, effectively replaced “culturally unaffiliated” in re-
patriation discourses soon before the law was passed, and it has a rather
different valence—that linking those remains to any living Native peoples
is, and perhaps will always be, impossible. Finally, the politics around
“culturally unidentifiable” remains are contentious indeed, with Native
scholars and activists claiming that anthropological scientists have pur-
posefully used only their own scientific criteria to trace remains to Native
groups and that they have further not “identified” remains in order to
keep them under their control (Dumont 2011; Lalo Franco, personal
conversation, May 2010).

in their state of residence.8 There are also a number of Native
communities who have neither state nor federal recognition.
Although it was considered logical that NAGPRA, as a federal
law, would only apply redress to federally recognized groups,
state and unrecognized peoples—some of whom can trace
their material heritages to museums and academic institu-
tions—had previously been largely cut out of official policy,
in part creating the category of “unaffiliated” or “unidenti-
fiable” remains. Some groups not federally recognized mo-
bilized in response to their original exclusion from repatri-
ation legislation. The Muwekma Ohlone of the San Francisco
Bay area, for example, continue to lobby for the repatriation
of remains and artifacts from the Phoebe Hearst Museum at
the University of California, Berkeley; before passage of
NAGPRA, Stanford University in Palo Alto, California, vol-
untarily gave 700 skeletal individuals back to the Muwekma
Ohlone, helping to set a precedent that encouraged tribes not
federally recognized to advocate for repatriations (Ramirez
2007; Russell 2007).

There are some state laws, such as California NAGPRA (AB
978), that had provided state-recognized tribes access to re-
patriation processes. Additionally, and before approval of the
new regulations, other unrecognized tribes and nations had
been able to participate in repatriation via petitioning the
NAGPRA review committee (e.g., Goodby 2006:98–99). Now
that the federal law is open to communities not federally
recognized, thousands of remains that were once considered
“unidentifiable” may gain new cultural affiliations and be re-
turned to tribes and nations that hitherto had few rights under
law. NAGPRA and state laws that govern repatriation and
reburial, then, have literally produced the categories of repa-
triatables to which Native Americans may have access and
that museums and academic institutions may eventually de-
accession to them.

From yet another scale of interaction, though, repatriatables
also become a fulcrum for communication and cooperation
between many different social and political actors, from in-
dividual consultations between tribal and museum represen-
tatives to large public meetings of the NAGPRA review com-
mittee, a body mandated by law, including both academic
and indigenous representatives for the purpose of setting pol-
icy and mediating disputes, among other things.9 In these
meetings, histories of anthropological and archaeological re-
search of specific Native American peoples are brought into
a public sphere larger than perhaps ever anticipated by these
disciplines. The minutes of a single Native American Graves
Protection and Repatriation Review Committee meeting
(2001), which focused on a dispute over an ancient skeleton,
are rich with dialogues over archaeological chronologies, Na-
tive perspectives, physical anthropological findings, questions

8. http://www.ncsl.org/?tabidp13278#state (accessed December 15,
2009).

9. http://www.nps.gov/nagpra/REVIEW/INDEX.HTM (accessed De-
cember 20, 2009).

http://www.ncsl.org/?tabid=13278#state
http://www.nps.gov/nagpra/REVIEW/INDEX.HTM
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of the utility of DNA study, and practices of determining
cultural affiliation.10 Thus, repatriatables also gather people
and resources to action: they bring people from across the
United States to the same meeting place, they marshal funding
to mount federal lawsuits, they motivate tribes and nations
to build or renovate museums, they bring anthropologists and
Native people to the same consulting tables, and they help
shape discourses about the past in the present. In the next
section, I will focus on how human remains as repatriatables
have transformed physical anthropology in the United States
and have challenged the very particular subjects that physical
anthropologists work with as they bring meaning to skeletal
remains in the present.

Repatriatables and Physical Anthropological
Subjects

It should be clear from the preceding sections that repatria-
tables have effectively, if sometimes contentiously, bridged
anthropological and Native American object worlds. Even in
moments when the gaps between them are potentially rent
wider—such as physical anthropological avoidance of North
American research sites or calls for the wholesale repatriation
of all Native remains (Riding In 1992)—their proliferation
results in novel and compelling cultural work between pre-
viously isolated communities (McGuire 1997). In this section,
I briefly perform one more ontological shift, turning to the
process of subject creation in osteology and bioarchaeology.
Before I begin, though, let me provide a brief history of bioar-
chaeological relationships to repatriatables (for a wider dis-
cussion of the history of repatriation and bioarchaeology, see
Buikstra 2006).

Over the last 20 years, repatriatable Native American hu-
man remains have helped shape the arc of the disciplines of
osteology and bioarchaeology. As discussed previously, many
physical anthropologists, worried that their access to skeletal
remains would be curtailed, responded to repatriation by pub-
lishing on the question of why human remains are valuable
for learning about the past. Ironically, skeletal remains became
both more and less accessible to osteologists and bioarchaeol-
ogists in the 1990s. Job positions became available to post-
baccalaureate students to assist in NAGPRA-mandated in-
ventories of culturally affiliated human remains (Kakaliouras

10. The skeletal individual in question is called “Spirit Cave Man” and
is of similar antiquity to Kennewick Man/The Ancient One. The Paiute-
Shoshone claimed the remains as an ancestor, while the Nevada State
Museum disputed the claim, asserting that the remains were culturally
unidentifiable. The review committee eventually found Spirit Cave Man
to be culturally affiliated with the Paiute-Shoshone (Minthorn 2002:
17463), but the Bureau of Land Management (BLM) made what would
be the final agency decision and agreed with the Nevada State Museum.
The Fallon Paiute-Shoshone later filed suit against the BLM. In 2006 the
U.S. District Court of Nevada agreed that the BLM had not fully con-
sidered the tribe’s evidence for affiliation and remanded the matter back
to the BLM for further consideration (Fallon Paiute-Shoshone Tribe v.
United States Bureau of Land Management, 3:04-cv-00466-LRH-RAM).

2008b). A volume of data-collection standards was produced
to address methodological inconsistencies and anticipate fur-
ther research (Buikstra and Ubelaker 1994). Arguably, an en-
tire generation of U.S. osteologists and bioarchaeologists was
trained through the NAGPRA inventory process. At the same
time, however, more stringent permissions became required
to access and study Native human remains for the purposes
of osteological research. Weiss (2008:69–71) has documented
that the number of professional publications and graduate
theses in osteology and bioarchaeology using Native American
remains as research subjects has dropped precipitously from
1990 to 2005. There is also related evidence, though anecdotal,
that U.S. physical anthropologists have increasingly sought
out research opportunities outside North America because of
the implementation of NAGPRA. If Weiss’s publication study
reflects such avoidance, perhaps we can see repatriatables as
producers of disciplinary desires—to evade perceived con-
straints on research, interactions with empowered descendant
communities, and the implications that scientific research is
not the only way to “see” human remains.

The ways in which indigenous peoples make human re-
mains as well as sacred and other cultural objects into active
subjects in the present have enjoyed unprecedented attention
in the repatriation and indigenous archaeological literature
(e.g., Mihesuah 2000; Smith and Wobst 2005; Swidler et al.
1997). Scholarly work in both bodies of literature justifying
the need for and justice inherent in the repatriation of Native
remains has both stressed these affective relationships between
remains and their descendants and critiqued if not excoriated
the objectifying nature of nineteenth- and twentieth-century
collection and curation practices. Similarly, the history of sci-
entific racism in anthropology and the depiction of “authen-
tic” Native Americans as “vanishing” and dying peoples is
inextricably bound to these narratives (Bieder 2000; Hinsley
2000; McGuire 1997). Yet contemporary practice in physical
anthropology is rarely engaged in these discourses except in
work that has consciously attempted to explain the impor-
tance of what osteologists and bioarchaeologists do with hu-
man remains (e.g., Baker et al. 2001; Landau and Steele 1996).
How osteologists conceive of bones and make them into sub-
jects in the present, though, is key to understanding repatri-
ation anthropologically. If there is one thing that physical
anthropologists who work with human skeletal remains and
Native American repatriation activists can agree on, it is that
human remains are powerful—powerful manifestations of
wrongfully disturbed ancestors in the present, powerful tools
for interpreting the past, and/or powerful nodes of political
struggle in the history of the repatriation movement. The
nature of these very different conceptions of power, though,
has been and will be a pressure point in repatriation discourses
for years to come.

There are two broad experiences involved in osteological
subject making: the tactile experience of the remains them-
selves and the placement of skeletal individuals and popu-
lations into larger (pre)historical social and environmental
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contexts where they address varied research problems or assist
in the reconstruction of past behavior (e.g., Larsen 1997).
First, osteology students are taught to interpret anatomical
features, evidence of disease and stress, and particular mor-
phologies in the context of an individual or group’s lived
experience (Baadsgaard, Boutin, and Buikstra 2011; Kaka-
liouras 2008b). The estimation of sex and age places a skeletal
individual in a larger community or even a familial setting
when mortuary contexts are available. A periosteal lesion on
a bone, denoting some kind of infectious or traumatic process,
marks that individual as someone who had experienced some
kind of stress (Buikstra and Ubelaker 1994). Each step, for
that matter, in the process of osteological data collection
builds an osteological person; compiling “osteobiographies”
has been a conscious and successful research method in bioar-
chaeology for over 30 years (e.g., Saul 1972). Some bioar-
chaeologists have gone even further, constructing fictional but
materially contextualized life-history narratives from osteo-
logical and mortuary interpretations (Boutin 2008).

Second, when these osteological people are grouped to-
gether and generalized in space and time as populations or
samples, they act in concert to answer or pose questions about
past human lifeways. For example, burial populations with a
given prevalence of caries (tooth cavities), evidence of iron-
deficiency anemia and parasitism, and craniofacial shortening
can index a group of people practicing organized agriculture
(Cohen and Armelagos 1984; Larsen 1997). The transition
from hunting and gathering to agriculture across the world
has been documented by bioarchaeologists and osteologists
through the interpretation of changes in bony markers. Nu-
merous other examples, from documenting violent conflict
to tracking certain diseases to evaluating kinds and intensities
of labor, can make this point: the whole field of bioarchaeol-
ogy depends on these osteological subjects as individuals or
groups created through the interpretive skills of researchers
and maintained through the publication of research results.11

These osteological “subjects” bear little resemblance to
those referred to in the repatriation literature, especially those
from the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries that were
put into the service of constructing racial taxonomies (i.e.,
Gould 1981); like all subjectivities, they have changed over
time. Still, osteological subjects are generally incommensu-
rable with Native ones especially because their construction
often requires excavation and sustained physical contact, a
situation of disturbance and disrespect perceived as dangerous
to many Native people (e.g., Blom, Petersen, and Wiseman
2006:88–90). For example, when Vermont Abenaki and an-
thropologists from the University of Vermont worked to re-
patriate remains from an ancient cemetery disturbed by de-

11. It should also be obvious that these are the same things so in-
triguing to Western publics in general. Cable television networks such as
the Discovery and Learning channels regularly showcase what bones can
tell “us” about the past and how scientists with special skills interpret
the features on skeletal remains to illuminate the tales bones tell, so to
speak.

velopment, Abenaki representatives made it clear that the
exhumation and curation of their ancestors’ bones “can cause
illnesses involving both mind and body (generally called ‘bone
disease’ by some Abenakis and their advocates)” (Blom, Pe-
tersen, and Wiseman 2006:83). Here, the authors explained
the Abenaki perspective without judgment and used this ex-
perience to more respectfully and quickly carry out future
repatriations (Blom, Petersen, and Wiseman 2006:89).

The abject reaction that some indigenous people have to
the idea of interacting with the dead as skeletal remains is
comparable to that experienced in the West in the presence
of recent corpses (Buchli and Lucas 2001:10). Dry bones in
a research or archaeological context have been largely desen-
sitized in American and European culture; bones in other
contexts, however, such as in mass graves or in places where
they are not conceived to belong, may still produce distress
and even horror. But supposedly bones do belong in muse-
ums, on lab tables, and at the end of an archaeological brush,
as over a century of Western fascination with archaeology
attests.

Osteological subjects also bear little resemblance to the
imagined or remembered lives of indigenous ancestors. The
past lives that osteological subject creation illuminates tend
to be morphological, populational, and adaptational. They do
not typically resonate with contemporary Native American
concerns with the past because, in short, they were not meant
to (cf. Reinhard et al. 1994). When they have crossed paths
with each other—these indigenous and osteological sub-
jects—they have usually done so in contested terrain, such as
with Kennewick Man/The Ancient One. Osteological subjects
serve a conception of a distant past that is filled with pop-
ulation migrations, cultural transitions, disease and skeletal
trauma histories, and other features that tell the past in phys-
ical anthropological terms. Further, these subjects have been
created and mobilized in similar ways in multiple research
contexts (cf. Baadsgaard, Boutin, and Buikstra 2011; Reinhard
et al. 1994); osteological analytic skills have typically been
seen as transferable and not requiring a career-long single-
region focus (Buikstra and Beck 2006). It is only recently that
indigenous ancestors as subjects—those embodied in or syn-
onymous with the same remains osteologists wish to study—
have gained similar resonance in a larger public and of course
legislative sphere. Native American people have been strug-
gling for decades to discursively reclaim their ancestors as
people, not just as collections, specimens, or data. The suc-
cessful emergence of this perspective is most recently evident
in the scholarly work of people such as Chip Colwell-Chan-
thaphonh (2009), Eric Hemenway (2010), and Clayton Du-
mont (2011). Hemenway, for example, richly describes both
the practicalities and deep emotional trials of the repatriation
work he performs for his tribe, the Little Traverse Bay Bands
of Odawa Indians:

NAGPRA was created to see Indian peoples’ beliefs as equal

to others. When people are returned, sacred items repatri-
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ated, and Indian burials protected, it recognizes modern day

tribes’ beliefs about who they are and where they come

from—their identity. (Hemenway 2010:173; my emphasis)

So although cooperation between Native Americans and an-
thropologists continues, as each reaches to claim or reclaim
what they perceive as their rightful subjects, more struggles
may emerge as well.

Like conceiving all repatriatables as similar things, picturing
repatriatables as subjects is a generalization I am willing to
make to highlight historical and contemporary differences and
possible symmetries between indigenous and scientific an-
thropological ontologies. Repatriatables have effected cultural
change and have created new identities as they have moved
from hand to hand. Further, because repatriation has brought
Native people and scientists together in many instances, new
relationships between osteologists, indigenous people, and re-
mains are emerging. To reprise the example above, Blom,
Petersen, and Wiseman (2006) detail how the Abenaki people
of Vermont they were working with reacted negatively to the
scientific language used to refer to the skeletal remains even-
tually repatriated to them. In this instance and others (e.g.,
Appadurai et al. 2008;12 Larsen and Walker 2005; Panich and
Schneider 2006), anthropologists took the chance to reflect
on their own disciplinary culture, and Native people allowed
claimed remains to exist as osteological subjects—at least for
a little bit longer—making the bridge between them that
much more tangible.

Conclusion: Future Worlds of Repatriatables

Repatriation and repatriatables have forever changed rela-
tionships between physical anthropologists and Native Amer-
icans in the United States. Likewise, Canadian First Nations
and Australian aboriginal peoples and anthropologists have
been on similar trajectories. The systematized nature of re-
patriation in these countries stands in stark contrast to most
of the rest of the world, a situation that seems particularly
notable considering the last few decades of attention to and
concern for global indigenous heritage and knowledges (e.g.,
Sillitoe 1998).13 To conclude, I will offer a few suggestions

12. In this conversation with Arjun Appadurai, Chris Witmore, Ian
Hodder, and others discuss the productive “hybridization” (Appadurai
et al. 2008:213) of archaeological and Native ritual practices accomplished
by Otis Parrish of the Kashaya Pomo in Northern California and the
University of California, Berkeley, and other California universities con-
ducting these sorts of integrated archaeological field schools. This rela-
tionship, further elaborated in Panich and Schneider (2006), however,
soured when the Pomo and other Native groups were not invited to take
part in negotiations over the continuation of Berkeley’s NAGPRA com-
mittee (http://nagpra-ucb.blogspot.com/2008/06/statement-by-otis-
parrish.html [accessed December 26, 2009]). This example testifies to the
continuing contestations between anthropologists and Native people “on
the ground.”

13. http://www.unesco.org/new/en/natural-sciences/priority-areas/
links (accessed February 5, 2012).

about the future of repatriation and repatriatables outside of
the English-speaking settler nations in the North.

Although I have presented a very U.S.-centric picture of
repatriation in this discussion, repatriation is also a concern
for indigenous peoples and nations worldwide (e.g., Endere
2002; Layton 1989). For example, the World Archaeological
Congress has since its 1989 Vermillion Accord (Zimmerman
2002) been supportive of repatriation efforts in diverse coun-
tries. A good deal of this activity—and non–North American
and non-Australian repatriation efforts on the whole—is con-
cerned with the return of material cultural heritage from for-
eign museums (usually European and U.S.) to home coun-
tries, particularly in Africa and South America. For instance,
in 2005, Peru (in the persons of the former president Ale-
jandro Toledo and his anthropologist spouse, Eliane Karp)
requested the return of artifacts and human remains from the
monumental Incan site of Machu Picchu that are currently
in the possession of Yale University (Lubow 2007). Although
the Peabody Museum had initially claimed ownership, doc-
umentation was later found clearly establishing Peru’s title to
the artifacts. Yale later reached an agreement with the Peruvian
government to share use of the collection.

Repatriation of material heritage to a nation rather than
to specific and politically sovereign indigenous peoples pre-
sents a whole sphere of different cultural as well as political
concerns and challenges. After all, repatriatable objects/sub-
jects will likely have different meanings and capacities in dif-
ferent cultural worlds. Archaeology, though, has long been a
fruitful terrain for the promotion of nationalism, in particular
in the history of European states (i.e., Kohl and Fawcett 1995).
In cases such as the Benin Bronzes and the Rosetta Stone,
though, it was the colonizing powers of Europe that collected
the material pasts of their Others, either to demonstrate their
power to do so or to assimilate other traditions into their
own, respectively.14 Additionally, in Latin America, where
many indigenous people were incorporated into their colonial
states—as opposed to the separation and later establishment
of sovereign dependencies in Native North America—indig-
enous identity (though not as indio) itself has often become
synonymous with the nation (de la Cadena 2000; Stern 1982;
Yannakakis 2008). In the United States, repatriation sets up
sovereign and eligible tribal “individuals” to receive cultural
property.15 In places where material heritage is conceived as
national, it may be that disempowered indigenous or ethnic
minorities will become further marginalized as the past is
retold with repatriated remains and artifacts.

14. http://www.britishmuseum.org/the_museum/museum_in
_london.aspx (accessed December 22, 2009).

15. Repatriatables also, and interestingly in this context, are markers
for the economic systems in which they travel. In the United States,
federally recognized Native American tribes and nations are treated like
good neoliberal individuals, interacting and competing in the marketplace
as they are able. NAGPRA, as legislation, supports a neoliberal perspective
on cultural property, where preferably individual owners are identified
and, if I may, compensated with the return of their property.

http://nagpra-ucb.blogspot.com/2008/06/statement-by-otis-parrish.html
http://nagpra-ucb.blogspot.com/2008/06/statement-by-otis-parrish.html
http://www.unesco.org/new/en/natural-sciences/priority-areas/links
http://www.unesco.org/new/en/natural-sciences/priority-areas/links
http://www.britishmuseum.org/the_museum/museum_in_london.aspx
http://www.britishmuseum.org/the_museum/museum_in_london.aspx
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Alternatively, as is the case in Bolivia, new constitutional
formations may bring indigenous ontological worlds directly
into regulatory and legislative spheres (Van Schaick 2009).
This may be welcome news to Condori, who 20 years ago
said

The message of both archaeology and history in Bolivia is

clear: the evidence of our past, the age-old historical de-

velopment of our societies and the Indians are for them

only prehistory, a dead and silent past. Prehistory is a West-

ern concept according to which those societies . . . have no

history. This fits perfectly into the framework of thought

typical in Western culture. (Condori 1989:51; emphasis in

the original)

Prehistory (Kehoe 1998)—a land of anthropological objects
and perhaps subjects, or a term belonging to a certain world-
view where the past is best understood under the lens of
science—is increasingly under revision. After decades if not
centuries of Western institutional ownership, the lives of past
peoples have been regaining their power in the present as
repatriatables and as indigenous rather than scientific subjects.
Perhaps it is a brand new world, at least momentarily.
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Ethical Issues in Human Population Biology

by Trudy R. Turner

Standards of ethical practice in any profession change over time. In this paper I examine the philosophical under-
pinning of the ethical norms of biological anthropology and how these norms have influenced the practice of the
discipline over the past 60 years. Particular attention is paid to bioethics, a special branch of applied ethics concerned
with human health and human-subjects research. Codification of bioethics began after World War II with the
Nuremberg Code, and there currently are multiple documents that define the relationship between researcher and
subject for anyone working with human populations. The evolution of these documents and their application is
examined. All of these codes emphasize the centrality of voluntary consent and set forth criteria that must be met
before any research can be conducted. Biological anthropologists often work with identified and stressed populations
in a complex, active, long-term relationship. This relationship presents multiple ethical challenges, including indi-
vidual and group consent for research projects. Changing ideas concerning the actualization of consent in particular
are presented. Emerging topics—such as compensation, data sharing, biobanks, and large databases and collections—
are discussed. These topics will generate continued discussion of ethics in human biology research.

Standards of ethical practice in any profession evolve and
change over time. What may seem the norm at a particular
time can be regarded as well outside the standard of practice
at another point in time. Even though ethical standards may
change, the practice of ethical behavior is central to all work
in a discipline. An examination of the logic and origins of
ethical standards can help researchers balance the competing
demands and responsibilities they face as they engage in their
work. Biological anthropologists often work with disadvan-
taged or stressed populations in a complex, active, long-term
relationship. This relationship can be ethically demanding. In
this paper I will examine the history of ethical practice in
biological anthropology and also examine some of the newest
ethical issues faced by practitioners of the discipline.

Emphasis on ethics in professional life has grown over the
past 30 years. This increasing momentum is visible in many
ways—there are ever more professional organizations that
have defined codes of ethics; there is an increasing number
of journals devoted to ethics in various professions; federal
agencies supporting research, such as the National Institutes
of Health, have extensive coverage of ethical topics available
online;1 and there are many other new extensively detailed
Web sites that “give policy makers and the public access to
legislation, policy, guidelines and recommendations of gov-
ernment and nongovernmental organizations worldwide”

Trudy R. Turner is Professor of Anthropology in the Department of
Anthropology, University of Wisconsin–Milwaukee (P.O. Box 413,
Milwaukee, Wisconsin 53201, U.S.A. [trudy@uwm.edu]). This paper
was submitted 27 X 10, accepted 9 IX 11, and electronically published
16 II 12.

(Avard and Knoppers 2000:102). The Center for the Study of
Ethics in the Professions at the Illinois Institute of Technology
currently has a library of over 850 codes of ethics for various
professions.2 Many professional societies have ethics modules
online. Courses on ethics or ethics training are recommended
parts of graduate curricula. New codes and revisions to older
codes are usually a response to public scrutiny of some sort
of ethical infraction or are a response to advances in science
and technology that require new interpretations of ethical
guidelines. While it is well known that medicine, law, engi-
neering, and business have ethical standards and codes, the
scientific community also shares a set of guiding principles
that have been codified into codes of ethics for research and
practice.

Each academic discipline also has its own set of standards
and principles because each discipline has its own history and
its own ethical dilemmas. All anthropologists face a variety
of ethical issues as they engage in their research with both
people and with animals. Ethical dilemmas have been prev-
alent in anthropology since its earliest days. Franz Boas was
stripped of his membership in the American Anthropological
Association (AAA) because of a letter he wrote to the Nation
in 1919 accusing some anthropologists of spying for the U.S.
government. Decades later, in the 1960s, anthropologists were
accused of covert activities in foreign countries (Weaver 1973).
Many of the issues faced by anthropologists are also faced by
other social scientists. Some of these issues, especially those
that deal with human-subjects research, can be subsumed
under the general term of “bioethics.” What makes them

1. http://bioethics.od.nih.gov/; http://www.humgen.org/int/.
2. http://ethics.iit.edu/.
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relevant for all anthropologists is that they concern the pro-
tection of human participants in research. The protection of
human participants in research crosscuts all of anthropology
because cultural anthropologists, archaeologists, and biolog-
ical anthropologists all work with modern and ancient human
populations. Biological anthropologists in particular concen-
trate on the biological basis of human behavior, diversity, and
evolution.

Codes of ethics exist for each discipline because every in-
dividual practitioner faces choices. Codes provide a frame-
work for making informed choices in situations where there
are conflicting obligations and responsibilities. The codes pro-
vide a common consensus or framework of general principles
for discussion and choice. Because no code can anticipate
each unique situation, discussion and reflection are vital to
anticipate situations that may require quick decisions. An-
thropologists (as evidenced in the AAA, the American As-
sociation of Physical Anthropology, and the Society for Amer-
ican Archaeology codes of ethics)3 recognize a series of
responsibilities—to the people with whom they work and
whose lives they study, to scholarship, to science, to the public,
to students and trainees, and to employers and employees.
With these multiple levels of responsibility, it can be difficult
to determine which takes precedence in a given situation. In
this paper, I will briefly review the history of professional
ethics and then focus specifically on bioethics (after Turner
2005a, 2005b, 2010). This will entail a review of the various
codes that have been established over the past 60 years, and
I will discuss some of the newest ethical dilemmas and prac-
tices confronting researchers. A fuller treatment of the many
ethical issues faced by biological anthropologists can be found
in Turner (2005a).

The Philosophical Bases of Professional Ethics

Professional ethics are considered to be a branch of normative
or applied ethics based primarily on either the late-eighteenth-
century utilitarian/consequentialist theories of Jeremy Ben-
tham and John Stuart Mill or the deontological theories of
Immanuel Kant (Beauchamp and Childress 1989; Mappes and
DeGrazia 1996). An ethical theory provides an overall per-
spective and moral principles that can inform an ethical prob-
lem (Ridley 1998). Utilitarian theories are consequence based.
“Any ethical theory that claims the rightness and wrongness
of human action is exclusively a function of the goodness and
badness of the consequences resulting directly or indirectly
from that action” is a utilitarian theory (Mappes and DeGrazia
1996:6). Utilitarian theories are either “act” or “rule” theories.
“Act” utilitarian theories suggest that a person should act in
such a way as to produce the greatest preponderance of good

3. http://www.aaanet.org/profdev/ethics/; http://physanth.org/
association/position-statements/code-of-ethics; http://www.saa.org/
AbouttheSociety/PrinciplesofArchaeologicalEthics/tabid/203/Default
.aspx.

over evil. The interests of everyone associated with the act
should be weighed. An act that results in the greatest good
for the greatest number is ethically good. “Rule” utilitarian
theories state that a person should act in accordance with the
rule that if generally followed would produce the greatest
balance of good over evil, everyone considered. Act utilitarian
theories are situational, while rule utilitarian theories are not.
Rule utilitarian theories envision a mediating step, the moral
rule, between an individual action and an ethical principle.
“According to the rule utilitarian, an individual action is mor-
ally right when it accords with the rules or moral code es-
tablished on a utilitarian basis” (Mappes and DeGrazia 1996:
13). Deontological theories, on the other hand, consider some
acts to be obligatory no matter the consequences. The fore-
most proponent of the deontological theory, Immanuel Kant,
argued that the single fundamental ethical principle was the
categorical imperative. The first and second formulations of
the categorical imperative state “Act only on that maxim
through which you can at the same time will that it should
become a universal law” and “Act in such a way that you
always treat humanity, whether in your own person or in the
person of any other, never simply as a means, but always at
the same time as an end” (Mappes and DiGraza 1996:17).
Particular duties and obligations are derived from these for-
mulations and form the basis of deontological theory. Notable
perfect duties, based on a respect for persons, include the
duty not to kill an innocent person, the duty not to lie, and
the duty to keep promises (Mappes and DiGraza 1996:18).

Both utilitarian and deontological theories have been used
as the basis for discourse and discussion of personal and
professional life, although recently ethical theories such as
pluralism, social justice, virtue, and relativism have been used
to define professional ethics. Professions are characterized by
the scientific competence of their members as well as a col-
lective ideal of service and duties that the members share
(Bayles 1989). At the center of a profession is a collection of
skills or competencies. Professional ethics are concerned with
the rules and decisions concerning the practices, methods,
policies, and research of various professions (Appelbaum and
Lawton 1990) and are derived from ethical theories and prin-
ciples. The first code of professional ethics in the United States
was that of the American Medical Association in 1847 (Kon-
old 1962). The first two decades of the twentieth century saw
a boom in ethical codes when many professional societies
organized and adopted their first statement of ethics. The past
30 years have witnessed a second boom in codes of ethics. In
addition to an increase in the number of recognizable pro-
fessions, many of the original codes have been reevaluated in
light of new moral problems.

Bioethics and Belmont

Bioethics, a special branch of applied ethics, can be defined
as the study of the ethical and moral implications arising from
biological and medical research. Bioethics is concerned with

http://www.aaanet.org/profdev/ethics/
http://physanth.org/association/position-statements/code-of-ethics
http://physanth.org/association/position-statements/code-of-ethics
http://www.saa.org/AbouttheSociety/PrinciplesofArchaeologicalEthics/tabid/203/Default.aspx
http://www.saa.org/AbouttheSociety/PrinciplesofArchaeologicalEthics/tabid/203/Default.aspx
http://www.saa.org/AbouttheSociety/PrinciplesofArchaeologicalEthics/tabid/203/Default.aspx


S224 Current Anthropology Volume 53, Supplement 5, April 2012

human health and human-subjects research and sets forth
standards and principles that have become the model for work
in medicine and research. Formal bioethics began after World
War II, in the wake of Nazi experimentation, with the Nu-
remberg Code.4 This code explicitly sets forth the principle
of voluntary consent and requires, among other things, that
the person doing the experiment define the nature, duration,
and purpose of the experiment; the method by which it will
be conducted; and any hazards that might occur. The code’s
10 clauses list criteria that must be met before any experi-
mentation can be done on human subjects, including that the
experiment must yield fruitful results for the good of society
that cannot be obtained in any other manner and must avoid
unnecessary physical or mental injury. In addition, the subject
of the experiment may end the experiment at any time that
it reaches the limits of his or her physical or mental endurance.
In the decades following Nuremberg, several ethical codes
were enacted by the U.S. government, the National Institutes
of Health (NIH), the World Medical Association, and the
Department of Health, Education, and Welfare (DHEW). In
1953, the NIH issued a policy for its clinical centers that was
the first code to establish protections for subjects in U.S.
government facilities. In the early 1960s the U.S. Congress
passed legislation regulating the drug industry in part as a
result of the thalidomide births.5 The law required that re-
searchers inform subjects of a drug’s experimental nature and
required that consent be obtained for participation in a clin-
ical trial.

In 1964, the World Medical Association formulated the
Helsinki Code (updated six times, most recently in 2008) that
distinguished between therapeutic and nontherapeutic re-
search. Nontherapeutic research is purely scientific and does
not imply diagnostic or therapeutic value to the subject of
the research. The Helsinki Code reaffirmed the basic prin-
ciples of Nuremberg in that biomedical research should be
based on clearly formulated experimental protocols and sci-
entific principles and should be conducted by qualified per-
sons. It also reaffirmed that subjects of experiments must be
informed of the aims, methods, benefits, and hazards of the
experiment.

The Helsinki Code became the model for all subsequent
ethical codes on medical experimentation,6 including the

4. http://ohsr.od.nih.gov/guidelines/nuremberg.html.
5. Thalidomide, a drug developed in Germany in the late 1950s, was

prescribed to pregnant women to relieve the symptoms of morning sick-
ness. During the next several years, thousands of infants in over 48
countries were born with severe birth defects, often affecting limb growth.
In 1961 the link between thalidomide and the birth defects was made.
Before this, it was believed that the fetus was protected from maternal
drug exposure. Annas and Elias state that thalidomide “stands for all the
deformities and ‘monsters’ that can be inadvertently or negligently created
by modern medicine” (Annas and Elias 1999:98). Thalidomide was re-
moved from the market; however, recently, some clinical uses of the drug
have been discovered.

6. 2008 update; http://www.wma.net/en/30publications/10policies/b3/
index.html.

Council for International Organizations of Medical Sciences
(CIOMS) International Ethical Guidelines for Biomedical Re-
search Involving Human Subjects, 2002, and the Indian
Council of Medical Research Ethical Guidelines for Biomed-
ical Research on Human Participants (Puri et al. 2009). Since
its first edition, Helsinki always recognized the role of the
physician to promote and safeguard the health of the patient
as the prime directive.

In 1966, U.S. institutions receiving federal funding were
required to provide peer review of research to consider the
rights and welfare of subjects, the appropriateness of methods,
and the balance of risks and benefits. However, the review
was entrusted to local institutions, and there was little over-
sight (Turner 2005b). Despite these various codes, multiple
infractions of bioethical principles occurred. The most egre-
gious examples were the 1963 case at the Jewish Chronic
Disease Hospital in Brooklyn, where 22 elderly and debilitated
inpatients were experimentally injected with live cancer cells,
and the Tuskegee syphilis study,7 which came to light in 1972
(Bulger, Heitman, and Reiser 2002). Beginning in 1971, Con-
gress responded to these various allegations with Institutional
Guidelines of the Department of Health, Education, and Wel-
fare and the 1972 Patients’ Bill of Rights (see Beecher 1970;
Childress, Meslin, and Shapiro 2005; Coughlin and Beau-
champ 1996; Doyle and Tobias 2001; Faden and Beauchamp
1986; and Gray 1975 for a fuller discussion of the history of
bioethics).

In 1974, Congress enacted the National Research Act, which
mandated an institutional review board (IRB) review for all
Public Health Service–funded research and authorized the
establishment of the National Commission for the Protection
of Human Subjects of Biomedical and Behavioral Research.
The commission produced a document known as the Belmont
Report. The Belmont Report articulated three ethical prin-
ciples based on a compromise of utilitarian and deontological
ethical theories: autonomy, or respect for persons; benefi-
cence; and justice. These principles are usually understood as
do no harm, apply the rules of justice and fair distribution,
do not deprive persons of freedom, and help others.

The Belmont Report has been codified into federal regu-
lations and is used by IRBs in their analysis of research pro-
tocols. These IRBs are local and found at institutions con-
ducting or supporting human-subjects research. IRBs are

7. The Tuskegee syphilis study was conducted between 1932 and 1972.
Six hundred African American sharecroppers in Macon County, Alabama
participated in the study; 399 had syphilis at the beginning of the study,
201 did not. The participants were offered free medical care, meals, and
burial insurance. Although penicillin was shown to be effective against
syphilis in the late 1940s, participants were not offered the drug. They
were also not told they had the disease or given any form of counseling.
The Tuskegee experiment was the longest-running nontherapeutic med-
ical experiment conducted on humans and was only terminated when
the methodology was exposed. “It has come to represent not only the
exploitation of blacks in medical history, but the potential for exploitation
of any population that may be vulnerable because of race, ethnicity,
gender, disability age or social class” (Corbie-Smith 1999:5–8).

http://ohsr.od.nih.gov/guidelines/nuremberg.html
http://www.wma.net/en/30publications/10policies/b3/index.html
http://www.wma.net/en/30publications/10policies/b3/index.html
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responsible for the review and approval of research activities
involving human subjects. Their primary mandate is to pro-
tect the rights and safeguard the welfare of human research
subjects. In 1981, final DHEW approval was given in 45 CFR
46, Subparts A, B, and C (Title 45 Public Welfare, Code of
Federal Regulations, Part 46 Protection of Human Subjects,
1991). On March 18, 1983, Subpart D was added to the reg-
ulations, providing additional protections for children who
are subjects in research. Initially, the Department of Health
and Human Services (DHHS; the agency that replaced
DHEW) regulations applied only to research conducted or
supported by DHHS. However, in June 1991, the United
States published a common policy for federal agencies con-
ducting or supporting research with human subjects. That
policy, which is known as “the Common Rule,” extended the
provisions of 45 CFR Part 46 to 14 other federal agencies; it
now governs most federally supported research. The com-
position and operation of each university or institution IRB
must conform to the terms and conditions of 45 CFR Part
46.8 Human-subjects research must be overseen by local IRBs.
Funding by federal agencies will not be approved without IRB
oversight and approval. In multi-institution or multinational
projects, more than one IRB may be involved. Because every
institution in this country has its own IRB and every country
may have its own regulations, approval to do research can be
cumbersome. But as Long states, “As a general rule, inves-
tigators should simultaneously meet the highest standards of
both our own culture and those of the research subjects’
culture” (Long 2005:278).

Since the establishment of the IRB system, other federal
commissions—including the National Research Council, the
National Bioethics Advisory Commission, and the President’s
Council on Bioethics9—have continued to examine issues
concerning human subjects and to prepare updated guide-
lines.

The Rise of Principlism

In 1976, T. L. Beauchamp and J. Childress published the first
volume of Principles of Biomedical Ethics, a work that would
become the cornerstone of the emerging field of bioethics.
At the same time, Beauchamp, working for the National Com-
mission for the Protection of Human Subjects of Biomedical
and Behavioral Research, was asked to give shape and sub-
stance to the principles that had emerged at a commission
meeting held that year (Beauchamp 2003). That document
became the Belmont Report. Although the Belmont Report
defines three principles and the book by Beauchamp and
Childress defines four, the two schemes are similar in word
and meaning. The four principles defined by Beauchamp and
Childress, reflecting norms embedded in public morality

8. NIH Human Research Protection Program; http://www1.od.nih
.gov/oma/manualchapters/intramural/3014/.

9. http://www.bioethics.gov/.

(Beauchamp 2003:28), are respect for autonomy, nonmalef-
icence, beneficence, and justice. The Belmont Report blends
respect for autonomy and nonmaleficence under autonomy.
The three Belmont principles apply to a set of tangible ways
to ensure the ethical treatment of research subjects. The prin-
ciple of autonomy or respect for persons applies to informed
consent, beneficence, risk-benefit assessment and justice, and
the selection of subjects (Beauchamp 2003:21). The first prin-
ciple, autonomy, refers to personal self governance: “personal
rule of the self by adequate understanding while remaining
free from controlling interferences by others and from per-
sonal limitation that prevent choice. . . . [It] means freedom
from external constraint and the presence of critical mental
capacities such as understanding, intending and voluntary
decision making capacity” (Beauchamp 2003:24). The prin-
ciple of autonomy is the basis for informed consent.

Philosophers, ethicists, historians of science, and attorneys
have all written excellent reviews about the history of in-
formed consent (see, e.g., Beauchamp and Childress 1989;
Childress, Meslin, and Shapiro 2005; Gert, Culver, and
Clouser 1997). This principle of autonomy or respect for
persons, articulated as voluntary or informed consent, was of
primary importance in the shaping of the Nuremberg Code
and presented an ideal for dealing with human subjects. How-
ever, the particulars of the application of this ideal to real-
life situations was not well articulated until the Belmont Re-
port. The importance of informed consent and understanding
risks has special meaning when conducting research on chil-
dren, prisoners, the incapacitated, or even those whose culture
is different from that of the researcher. Protections, codified
in 45 CFR 46, are in place to guard the autonomy of indi-
viduals who are judged to have a diminished capacity to un-
derstand any of the risks that might be associated with a
research program (Stinson 2005).

The second principle, beneficence, “requires that relevant
positive efforts are made to secure the well-being of persons
and protect them from harm” (Bulgar, Heitman, and Reiser
2002:119). The probability and magnitude of harms and risks
must be balanced against the anticipated benefits, and risks
should be reduced while benefits should be maximized. Jus-
tice, the third Belmont principle, requires that there not only
be fair procedures and outcomes in the selection of research
subjects but that the benefits of the research be equitably
distributed (Bulger 2002).

Working with Non-Western Populations

Bioethics codes have been established in countries worldwide,
and international organizations have developed codes. The
United Nations, working primarily through UNESCO and the
World Health Organization (WHO), has a history of decla-
rations and covenants concerning human rights and auton-
omy.

The Universal Declaration of Human Rights was adopted

by the General Assembly of the United Nations in 1948. To

http://www1.od.nih.gov/oma/manualchapters/intramural/3014/
http://www1.od.nih.gov/oma/manualchapters/intramural/3014/
http://www.bioethics.gov/
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give the Declaration legal as well as moral force, the General

Assembly adopted in 1966 the International Covenant on

Civil and Political Rights. Article 7 of the Covenant states

“No one shall be subjected to torture or to cruel, inhuman or

degrading treatment or punishment. In particular, no one shall

be subjected without his free consent to medical or scientific

experimentation.” It is through this statement that society

expresses the fundamental human value that is held to gov-

ern all research involving human subjects—the protection

of the rights and welfare of all human subjects of scientific

experimentation. (CIOMS 2002; italics in the original)

But before most of these covenants and declarations were
in place, the WHO convened a working group that met in
1962 and 1968 to discuss studies of “long-standing, but now
rapidly changing, human indigenous populations” (Neel
1964). Two reports were produced, both authored by James
Neel (1964, 1968). These reports detail the relationship and
ethical obligations of researcher to study population. Neel
particularly emphasized six factors of special importance: (1)
the privacy and dignity of an individual must be respected,
and anonymity of subjects must be maintained; (2) satisfac-
tory, but carefully considered, recompense should be given
for participation in a study; (3) the local population should
benefit from the study by medical, dental, and related services;
(4) attempts should be made to maintain congenial social
relationships with participants; (5) learned individuals from
the local population should be consulted; and (6) there should
be the utmost regard for cultural integrity of the group.

These principles, which are clearly in line with both Nu-
remberg and Helsinki, were in place during the heyday of
studies conducted under the Human Adaptability Section of
the International Biological Program (Collins and Weiner
1977). While these practices may have been fully acceptable
and even farsighted at the time research was conducted, they
do not completely meet standards in place today. Several years
ago, a controversy occurred surrounding James Neel and his
research among the Yanomami, an indigenous population in
Venezuela and Brazil. The controversy erupted a short time
before a book by Patrick Tierney, Darkness in El Dorado
(2000), was published. In proofs of the book, Tierney had
accused Neel of starting a measles epidemic by injecting local
villagers with a virulent measles vaccine. These charges were
withdrawn before the book was published because of a huge
outcry by the scientific community about the validity of these
claims. But controversy continued, with some researchers
claiming Neel and his team did not do all they could to
alleviate the measles epidemic among the Yanomami. Several
professional organizations, including the AAA, set up task
forces to review all materials. Within the anthropological com-
munity the controversy quickly came to concern the seeming
conflict between obligations to science and humanitarian ef-
forts. Those members of the task force charged with reviewing
the Neel material (Turner and Nelson 2005) found that Neel
worked very hard to alleviate the measles epidemic he found

in Venezuela. However, the question in the Neel study and
in many studies conducted before the implementation of the
Belmont Report is, how informed was informed consent?
How well-articulated were the goals, methods, and conse-
quences of the research? While these questions are important
when dealing with relatively informed Western English-speak-
ing individuals, how were they handled with non-Western,
non-English-speaking indigenous populations?

Informed consent was sought, but not in the ways it is now
sought. In a survey of researchers working with indigenous
populations during the 1960s and 1970s, Turner and Nelson
(2002, 2005) found that every study had individuals in the
populations who did not participate. Voluntary consent was
therefore assumed. Researchers either had government or lo-
cal permission to conduct their studies. In every case, re-
searchers gave some explanation of the motivation for the
study. But some of these explanations were not necessarily
complete. Researchers felt that perhaps local populations
might not understand precisely the questions they were pur-
suing. Scientists who were part of the Yanomami expedition
in the late 1960s have stated that the Yanomami were told
that the researchers were going to look for diseases of the
blood. This was true, but there were other things that were
researched as well. Some Yanomami that have spoken to out-
siders after the publication of the Tierney book have stated
that there was an expectation of greater medical benefit from
the work (Turner 2010; Turner and Nelson 2005).

Since the early work by Neel and his colleagues, UNESCO,
CIOMS, and the most recent version of the Declaration of
Helsinki have addressed issues related to working with in-
digenous populations. UNESCO has a long history of inter-
national covenants on human rights, indigenous rights, and
the human genome and human rights. UNESCO has recently
(2005) issued a statement on bioethics and human rights.10

This statement affirms the basic principles of Belmont and
also discusses respect for different cultures and the relation-
ship between states in research and shared resources.
UNESCO is the umbrella organization for the International
Bioethics Committee (IBC) and the Intergovernmental Bio-
ethics Committee, which were formed in 1998 and have 36
member states. The IBC is charged with promoting reflection
on ethical and legal issues raised by life-science research and
encourages the exchange of information and action to
heighten awareness of bioethics issues. The CIOMS, an in-
ternational nongovernmental organization established jointly
by WHO and UNESCO in 1949, has available on its Web site
the 2002 edition of International Ethical Guidelines for Bio-
medical Research involving human subjects (the first edition
was written in 1982). Again, the three principles of Belmont
are prominent in the document. Beginning work in the late
1970s, they produced guidelines for research involving human
subjects. One of the questions they addressed was whether

10. http://www.unesco.org/new/en/social-and-human-sciences/
themes/bioethics/bioethics-and-human-rights.

http://www.unesco.org/new/en/social-and-human-sciences/themes/bioethics/bioethics-and-human-rights
http://www.unesco.org/new/en/social-and-human-sciences/themes/bioethics/bioethics-and-human-rights
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the principles articulated in Belmont were universal or
whether they were culturally relative. The standards that they
designed did not violate what they regarded as universal eth-
ical standards (the three Belmont standards) but stated ex-
plicitly that cultural values needed to be considered. In ad-
dition, they include explicit discussions of research in areas
where either individuals or populations are dependent and in
need of protection. To this effect, researchers are cautioned
to refrain from practices that could worsen unjust conditions,
to ensure that they leave areas of low resources better off, and
to engage in capacity building for areas of limited resources.

Beyond Individual Autonomy

Scholars using nearly three decades of experience with Bel-
mont are reevaluating some of the language of the principles.
Emanuel and Weijer (2005) suggest that Belmont, through
the principle of respect for persons or autonomy, embraces
an atomistic view of a person and does not adequately address
community. While they have suggested that community be
added as an additional principle, others (Childress 2003) sug-
gest that community fits into the original principles as part
of an expanded notion of respect for persons. Other sugges-
tions for the consideration of community have subsumed it
under beneficence or justice. However, Emanuel and Weijer
argue that placing community within the other principles
“does not adequately account for the possibility of conflict
between individual and communal choice” (Emanuel and
Weijer 2005:168). The importance of community and the
positioning of the individual within a larger context, noted
early by feminist ethicists (Lebacqz 2005; Wolf 1996), can have
profound implications for autonomy. A recent textbook on
bioethics by Singer and Viens (2008) addresses this idea ex-
plicitly. In a section on religious and cultural perspectives in
bioethics, they discuss the ways in which consent can be ob-
tained from members of aboriginal, Buddhist, Chinese,
Hindu, Sikh, Islamic, and other individuals from an array of
populations. They note that in some cases, cultural practices
require that respect for individual consent is really familial or
community consent. They credit the input of anthropologists
in bringing about this sensibility.

Researchers are conditioned to think about the impact of
research on an individual—on his or her health or psycho-
logical well-being. It is also important that the researcher
think about the impact of the research on the study popu-
lation. While Belmont protects individual participants in re-
search projects, many anthropological studies are population
based, and the findings of these studies can affect whole pop-
ulations. Consultation and group consent is now sought from
populations. But group consent leads to a new suite of ques-
tions (enumerated by Juengst 1999; Turner 2005a). Who
speaks for the group? If the group is nested within a larger
group, who represents the original group? What are the limits
of the group? What is the relationship between expatriate
groups and the community of origin? Does permission from

a national government to conduct research have meaning for
the community being studied? How does one obtain informed
consent from an individual or a group whose members have
little understanding of the project or the risks involved? How
can the culture of the population be taken into account in
the design or implementation of the project? What are the
implications concerning the disclosure of the identity of the
group? Can consent be withdrawn sometime in the future?
How? Can samples be withdrawn sometime in the future?
How? Are there appropriate benefits for the population under
study? This series of questions must be asked by every re-
searcher engaged in research with human populations. How-
ever, the most current CIOMS guidelines caution that

In some cultures an investigator may enter a community to

conduct research or approach prospective subjects for their

individual consent only after obtaining permission from a

community leader, a council of elders, or another designated

authority. Such customs must be respected. In no case, how-

ever, may the permission of a community leader or other

authority substitute for individual informed consent. In

some populations the use of a number of local languages

may complicate the communication of information to po-

tential subjects and the ability of an investigator to ensure

that they truly understand it. Many people in all cultures

are unfamiliar with, or do not readily understand, scientific

concepts such as those of placebo or randomization. Spon-

sors and investigators should develop culturally appropriate

ways to communicate information that is necessary for ad-

herence to the standard required in the informed consent

process. Also, they should describe and justify in the research

protocol the procedure they plan to use in communicating

information to subjects. For collaborative research in de-

veloping countries the research project should, if necessary,

include the provision of resources to ensure that informed

consent can indeed be obtained legitimately within different

linguistic and cultural settings. (CIOMS 2002)

In discussing research with Australian indigenous com-
munities, Dunbar and Scrimgeour (2006) discuss the repo-
sitioning of indigenous peoples from subjects to active par-
ticipants in all aspects of the research activity.
Community-managed organizations can be approached for
local assistance and can identify the appropriate stakeholders.
However, some institutional support from universities and
funding agencies is necessary to facilitate full participation.
One of the main issues remains the flow of benefits from
research to indigenous people and indigenous ownership of
cultural and intellectual property. Hudson and Russell (2009)
discuss the relationship-building process with the Maori,
which includes partnership, participation, and protection.
The main issue remains respect for indigenous rights and
control over research processes and the realization of equitable
benefits for the communities. The authors suggest a value-
based as opposed to rule-based consultation. The important
values are respect for groups as sovereign entities, indigenous
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control, and reciprocity and mutual benefit. These values have
been codified in a modification of the treaty with the Maori.

An example of group consent and consultation can be
found in the work of O’Rourke and colleagues, who have
been engaged in ancient DNA research with several popula-
tions (O’Rourke, Hayes, and Carlyle 2005). Each of the pop-
ulations O’Rourke has worked with necessitated an individ-
ualized approach for access to samples. Some communities
requested in-person meetings; others did not. Different com-
munities had different restrictions on the size or weight of
the samples. Working with Paleo-Indian remains for ancient
DNA or skeletal biology studies in this country requires ad-
herence to the Native American Graves and Repatriation Act
regulations. This may mean that some studies cannot take
place. On the other hand, some scientists (Larsen and Walker
2005) have been able to open discussions with native peoples
on the study and disposition of remains (Turner 2010).

Physical anthropologists and human biologists frequently
study aspects of human variation that allow them to return
again and again to local identified communities. Some re-
searchers have had multidecade relationships with their study
populations. Over the decades, standards of what is included
in informed consent have changed. Friedlaender (2005) gives
a detailed account of his 35-year relationship with groups in
the Solomon Islands and the changing standards of informed
consent that he has implemented in his work. In the 1960s
and 1970s studies were conducted without written individual
consent or formal government approval. The current standard
is full disclosure of the research project and the risks and
benefits. This includes returning to the population for ad-
ditional consent if samples might be used for a related but
not identical project. The best way to describe the current
paradigm is in terms of an ongoing relationship between sub-
jects and researchers, with subjects as active participants in
research design and implementation.

Other Issues

Compensation

The most recent version of CIOMS allows for the reimburse-
ment of lost earnings, travel costs, and other expenses in-
curred while an individual is a participant in a study. Free
medical services are also allowed. Also, individuals, especially
those not obtaining any direct benefit from the research, may
be compensated; however, none of these payments or services
should be so great as to interfere with their ability to decline
to participate. There is often a huge differential between the
researcher and the participant in studies in education, socio-
economic status, and access to resources. The differential may
influence rapport and trust between the investigator and the
participant. In medical studies in this country, compensation
may take the form of some level of medical care. However,
what are appropriate compensations for research studies con-

ducted with non-Western identified populations? If a study
includes medical personnel, some level of medical care may
be given to the participants. But this is not necessarily the
type of care individuals need. Certainly there are some con-
ditions where antibiotics or analgesics can be useful and even
life saving. What if a person is identified as diabetic? A single
visit from a medical professional will not be sufficient to help
this person. Referrals to more long-term care facilities may
be in order. In the past, researchers have given many items
as compensation (Turner 2010). Researchers usually select
these items in consultation with those familiar with the cul-
ture. Food items, photos, tools, machetes, and cash have all
been given as compensation. Other items have been given to
the group or community. Some compensation has involved
technology transfer and training of individuals to use this
technology (Bamshad 1999; Jorde 1999). Guideline 20 of the
CIOMS mandates a much more direct engagement by stating
that “external sponsors and investigators have an ethical ob-
ligation to contribute to a host country’s sustainable capacity
for independent scientific and ethical review and biomedical
research.” This may take the form of strengthening research
capacity, training medical personnel, and educating the com-
munity from which research subjects are drawn (CIOMS
2002).

Risks and Benefits

Distinctions are made in the current standards between bi-
ological and behavioral research. In biological or medical re-
search, risks can often be more clearly identified than in be-
havioral research. However, behavioral research can cause
emotional, psychological, or social harm (Stinson 2005). Em-
barrassment or social stigma can be real consequences of par-
ticipation in a research project. An individual might find ques-
tions embarrassing or face social consequences if his or her
answers to questions become known. One of the most im-
portant risks to an individual is disclosure of identity. IRBs
are very aware of the risks of this disclosure and will look
closely at the ways in which identity can be safeguarded.

Winston and Kittles (2005) describe the challenges to per-
ceived identity that were sometimes generated by the African
Ancestry Project. The project was designed to use genetic,
historical, and cultural data to provide a bridge to the past
and to answer the question of “who am I” for Americans of
African ancestry. DNA-based testing was used to determine
which of several indigenous African maternal and paternal
lineages are present among African Americans. The project
had a database of over 9,000 individuals available for com-
parison. There were both positive and negative psychological
effects of this project; these effects were the result of either
confirming or not confirming a particular cultural identity.
They conclude that researchers must ensure confidentiality,
prevent discrimination, and fully disclose all risks, including
psychological risks. Williams (2005) also discusses some dis-
closure issues faced by descendants of Thomas Jefferson after
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a study of DNA from descendants of Sally Hemings and the
Jefferson family. Again, individual identity and group mem-
bership were sometimes challenged by genetic results. Stig-
matization is a risk that can also occur at the group level.
This may be especially true for marginalized or identified
populations. Members of a group might be stigmatized by
having their circumstances discussed. How can one avoid this
situation? Researchers feel that a frank and full discussion of
this risk can lead to a negotiation between subject and re-
searcher on the presentation of the results and the naming
of the group as participant. Williams (2005) also suggests that
constant vigilance during the planning and execution of the
project be paramount.

Data Sharing and Ownership

Circular A-110 of the U.S. Office of Management and Budget
stipulates that data collected through grants awarded by fed-
eral agencies such as NIH and the National Science Foun-
dation (NSF) are public. Federal agencies, reflecting the sci-
entific ideal of an open community of scholars pursuing novel
ideas and avenues of research, encourage the broad and rapid
dissemination of information throughout the scientific com-
munity. But how is “data” defined? The current NSF Web site
for physical anthropology states that NSF “expects investi-
gators to share with other researchers . . . the data, samples,
physical collections, and other supporting materials created
or gathered in the course of the work.”11 Samples collected
by physical anthropologists, however, are often unique and
difficult to obtain. It may not be possible to obtain second
sets of blood or saliva samples or measurements or interviews
from members of identified communities. Individual and
group consent and confidentiality become major issues if sam-
ples are shared. Specific questions about data sharing range
from the definition of “data” to fair use for the individual
collecting the data (Turner 2005). Even though the physical
anthropology program of NSF has a data-sharing require-
ment, the design implementation of this requirement is up
to the individual researcher. It must, however, go beyond
publication of results in a scientific journal. Questions related
to the ethics and the requirements of data sharing are just
beginning to be answered in the biological anthropology com-
munity (Turner 2010).

While data sharing may be relatively new to physical an-
thropology, it is not new to research groups involved in ge-
netics and population genomics (Caulfield et al. 2008; Knop-
pers and Fecteau 2003; Knoppers and Joly 2007; Wallace,
Lazor, and Knoppers 2009), biobanks (Cambon-Thomsen,
Rial-Sebbag, and Knoppers 2007), and stem cell research (Isasi
and Knoppers 2009). Major complex electronic databanks
already exist for genetic information. Sequence data are shared
via the International Nucleotide Sequence Database, which

11. http://nsf.gov/funding/pgm/_/summ.jsp?pims/_/idp5407&org
pBCS&fromphome.

includes GenBank, the DNA DataBank of Japan, and the Eu-
ropean Molecular Biology Laboratory. Population biobanks
containing actual biological materials have been defined by
the Council of Europe as a collection that (1) has a population
basis; (2) is established or has been converted to supply bi-
ological materials or data derived therefrom for multiple fu-
ture research projects; (3) contains biological materials and
associated personal data that may include or be linked to
genealogical, medical, and lifestyle data and may be regularly
updated; and (4) receives and supplies materials in an or-
ganized manner (Wallace, Lazor, and Knoppers 2009:15)
These banks collect and store materials for future unspecified
projects and are considered to be strategic resources with
enormous potential for collaborative research projects. There
are at least two kinds of biobanks. Smaller biobanks contain
thousands of samples. These samples were usually collected
by an individual or small group of researchers and are usually
related to a single medical condition or a single population.
In contrast, the major biobanks may contain hundreds of
thousands or even millions of samples and are meant to be
multipurpose and longitudinal. These banks arose during a
time when the ethical, legal, and social implication of scientific
inquiry were being considered in parallel to the scientific
merit. The ethics of these collections were discussed before
and during the initial stage of acquisition. However, given all
that has been previously said about informed consent, con-
fidentiality, and returning to an individual or a population
to request consent for new projects, return of results, and
data sharing, what are the ethical considerations that allow
the existence of biobanks that are designed to share samples?
Consent issues are probably the most contentious, although
research on biobank participants indicates that confidentiality
rather than consent is of paramount importance (Cambon-
Thomsen, Rial-Sebbag, and Knoppers 2007). Several new ini-
tiatives have been launched to promote collaboration. One
of these, the Public Population Project in Genomics (P3G),
is an international consortium with members from 25 coun-
tries that is “dedicated to building a worldwide collaborative
infrastructure, including a repository of tools and information
so as to foster interoperability between studies in human pop-
ulation genomics (Knoppers et al. 2008:664). The P3G Ob-
servatory is the heart of the project and provides access to
biobanking tools. Biobanking projects from around the world
with more than 11 million participants are registered with the
P3G. These voluntary participants are viewed as altruistically
contributing to the future health benefits of the world. The
principles of the project include working for the common
good, responsibility, respect, transparency, and accountability.
Consent for participants in the biobanks is broad because it
is assumed that future research projects are planned. To ensure
privacy, there is tight data security and a highly developed
governance structure.

P3G is built on successful models such as the HapMap
project and the single nucleotide polymorphism consortium.
These models and their ethical underpinnings seem radically

http://nsf.gov/funding/pgm_summ.jsp?pims_id=5407%26amp%3Borg=BCS%26amp%3Bfrom=home
http://nsf.gov/funding/pgm_summ.jsp?pims_id=5407%26amp%3Borg=BCS%26amp%3Bfrom=home
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different from the failed early Human Genome Diversity Pro-
ject (HGDP). The HGDP grew out of the realization that the
sequenced genome did not represent all the people of the
world. A group of researchers, led by L. L. Cavalli-Sforza,
conceived of the HGDP to study human genomic variation
(Cavalli-Sforza 2005). Four planning symposia took place be-
tween 1991 and 1994. The HGDP met with broad opposition
from indigenous populations (MacIntosh 2005). The legal,
ethical, and cultural issues of genetic research among indig-
enous groups were not adequately addressed by this project.
Lists of populations to be sampled were designed by research-
ers with little or no community input. Issues of access, own-
ership, and benefit sharing were paramount and were not
originally addressed. In the intervening decade and a half,
new international codes have been implemented that help
define benefits for local communities and ownership of re-
sources. Greater numbers of individuals are contributing to
large databases. Ethical considerations are being addressed
early in the process. Agencies such as P3G philosophically
“adhere scrupulously to its Charter of Principles. Founded on
promoting the common good, responsibility, mutual respect,
transparency, accountability and proportionality, these prin-
ciples span critical boundaries across cultures and among legal
systems. . . . Large scale public funding of biobanking man-
dates a move away from overemphasizing the needs of the
individual toward promotion of a free exchange of ideas, data
sharing openness for the benefit of all” (Knoppers et al. 2008:
664–665). On the other hand, however, Greeley points out
that anonymity may not be able to be guaranteed to those
who contribute to these biobanks and that there may be a
moral obligation to alert individuals contributing to the bio-
banks of genetic risks (Greeley 2007). A recent study by Cap-
ron et al. (2009) indicated no real consensus among individ-
uals with expert knowledge of biobanks on the important
questions related to databases and biobanks: who owns the
samples, what are the regulations of researchers who use the
samples, and what is expected in terms of benefit sharing and
remuneration for participants? Ideas of ownership of samples
ranged from exclusive control to custodianship to a system
where the participants own the samples. No matter what the
philosophy of ownership, all researchers agreed that data gen-
erated from any studies involving these biobanks are always
considered public domain. The most common way to get
access to material in biobanks is through a material transfer
agreement with a provision that findings will be shared. Sec-
ond-party use is not allowed. While there is a clear recognition
that respect for participant groups is essential, group con-
sultation instead of group consent seems to be the norm.
Benefit sharing is primarily group based, and individual par-
ticipation is not compensated.

The ethical discussion surrounding biobanks and their in-
terpretation as for the greater public good is still relatively
new. It will be crucial to see what happens in the next several
years as public reaction continues to unfold and the ethical
principles underlying these banks are tested.

Collections: An Emerging Issue

All biological anthropologists deal with some sort of collected
materials. The collection can be skeletal or material remains,
repositories of DNA or cells, or field notes. A recent issue of
Anthropology News (March 2010), the newspaper of the AAA,
devoted the “In Focus” section to repatriation. The articles
begin to focus our attention on collections and what anthro-
pologists do with them, how they maintain them, and who
has access to them. There are examples of repatriation efforts
that have been successfully accomplished (Cast, Gonzalez, and
Perttula 2010; Young 2010) and other examples of work yet
remaining, such as with culturally unidentified items (Col-
well-Chantaphonh 2010). Repatriation of native material has
been in process for years; other types of collections are cur-
rently being examined. Of particular interest were discussions
of collections held by large museums (Fiskesjö 2010) and
individuals’ field notes (Nicholas et al. 2010). At this point
in time, there seem to be two different poles regarding the
ethics of collections. On the one hand, collections of some
material remains are subject to the legal requirements of re-
patriation and have been the subject of considerable ethical
debate. On the other hand, large databases of genetic infor-
mation are being deliberately collected in such a way as to
attempt anonymity and obviate any possibility of return. An
examination of the ethics of collections, writ large, is perhaps
the next challenge for biological anthropologists. In framing
the ethics of collections, biological anthropologists could en-
gage with other groups who have a history of engagement
with collections, including museums, libraries, film and video
archives, and other groups that deal with information tech-
nology. These discussions are beginning with the formulation
of principles that will govern the collection and stewardship
of materials and include a clearly defined agreement between
the principal investigators and the curators of the collection,
among other things (see particularly O’Brien 2009). The work
by ethicists on ownership of materials in biobanks may be
particularly useful to this discussion.

Conclusion

Bioethics is in a sense a work in progress. Since the initial
articulation of the principles of autonomy, beneficence, and
justice, there have been multiple revisions and additions to
the existing understanding of the principles and their appli-
cation to real-world situations. This changing understanding
has been reflected in the changes in federal and international
codes of ethics that define behavior. But the heart of bioethics
remains the same—autonomy, beneficence, and justice. The
notion of consent has been broadened beyond the individual.
Our understanding of an individual’s place in a community
means that the researcher must engage at a different level with
his or her subjects. Engaging the community in the planning
of a project and then ensuring that the community is em-
powered are now parts of the process. And in some senses,
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with biobanks, community is the world community, and re-
search is regarded as a public good. This continued engage-
ment with the principles and the codes are designed to foster
a sense of trust between what is now viewed as a research
partnership.
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“Your DNA Is Our History”
Genomics, Anthropology, and the Construction of Whiteness as Property

by Jenny Reardon and Kim TallBear

During the nineteenth century, the American School of Anthropology enfolded Native peoples into their histories,
claiming knowledge about and artifacts of these cultures as their rightful inheritance and property. Drawing both
on the Genographic Project and the recent struggles between Arizona State University and the Havasupai Tribe over
the use of Havasupai DNA, in this essay we describe how similar enfoldments continue today—despite most
contemporary human scientists’ explicit rejection of hierarchical ideas of race. We seek to bring greater clarity and
visibility to these constitutive links between whiteness, property, and the human sciences in order that the fields of
biological anthropology and population genetics might work to move toward their stated commitments to antiracism
(a goal, we argue, that the fields’ antiracialism impedes). Specifically, we reflect on how these links can inform
extralegal strategies to address tensions between U.S. and other indigenous peoples and genome scientists and their
facilitators (ethicists, lawyers, and policy makers). We conclude by suggesting changes to scientific education and
professional standards that might improve relations between indigenous peoples and those who study them, and
we introduce mechanisms for networking between indigenous peoples, scholars, and policy makers concerned with
expanding indigenous governance of science and technology.

What I’d like you to think about with the DNA stories
we’re telling is that they are that. They are DNA stories.
It’s our version as Europeans of how the world was pop-
ulated, and where we all trace back to. That’s our songline.
We use science to tell us about that because we don’t have
the sense of direct continuity. Our ancestors didn’t pass
down the stories. We’ve lost them, and we have to go out
and find them. We use science, which is a European way
of looking at the world to do that. You guys don’t need
that. (Wells 2003)

In this remarkable excerpt from the PBS film The Journey of
Man: The Story of the Human Species (Wells 2003),1 Spencer
Wells, population geneticist and leader of the National Geo-
graphic Society’s (NGS) Genographic Project, responds to
Australian Aboriginal painter Greg Singh. Singh does not ac-
cept Wells’s suggestion that his Aboriginal ancestors trace back
to Africa, insisting instead on the veracity of Aboriginal or-
igins. Interrupting expectations, Wells does not disagree with
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Singh. He does not represent the human sciences as occupying
the authoritative realm of truth while relegating indigenous
knowledge to the realm of culture and mere belief. Instead
of this dominant epistemological hierarchy, Wells attempts to
level the playing field. He represents himself as part of a people
(“European” people) who, like Singh, are interested in telling
stories about their origins. In a further reversal of expecta-
tions, it is Wells who is at the disadvantage. As Singh explains
to him, “We know our stories. We know about creation. We
know we come from here.” It is Wells and the Europeans
who are still searching.

However, what at first looks like a new mode of engagement
between indigenous peoples and those who wish to study
them quickly reverts back to old tropes. After the scene’s end,
Wells laments, “This really isn’t going very well. Tradition
rarely sits well with cutting-edge science.” Aboriginal song-
lines may say that humans originated in Australia, but DNA
analysis of the blood of Aborigines tells him a different story.2

A white Land Rover is seen speeding away on a dirt road.
Wells gazes out to sea: “Let’s go see if we can make history.”
He is off to India. With his cutting-edge genetics, Wells is
literally back in the driver’s seat, headed for new lands and
new discoveries of fundamental truths, leaving Singh behind

1. Wells is also the author of the related book The Journey of Man: A
Genetic Odyssey (2002).

2. Also see Priscilla Wald’s essay in which she analyzes how population
genetics research, including the Genographic Project, deploys “stories”
in ways that are inseparable from science (Wald 2006). She discusses the
Journey of Man film at length.
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in the outback of Australia, sitting under a tree by a rock,
with his old traditional beliefs.

In this scene, what began as a potentially new mode of
understanding genetics—as a storytelling practice—ends by
enacting an old story: in the interest of promoting “European”
knowledge, moral claims to access indigenous lands and bod-
ies get made. This time such claims are not made on the
ground that European culture and practices are superior but
on the grounds of justice. You have your stories, we just want
ours, Wells says to Singh. In so doing, he presents genetic
studies of indigenous DNA as part of what it would take for
both indigenous peoples and Europeans to know their origins.
In this flip of the usual narrative, it is the indigene who
potentially takes away. Singh, for example, can deny his DNA,
a resource without which Wells and his European people will
lose their past. Through constituting this new injustice, Wells
retains the old and familiar position of a European making
a moral claim on the natural resources of indigenous peoples.

To date, most biological anthropologists and genome sci-
entists who currently make claims to indigenous DNA miss
these deeper histories of relations between Europeans and
indigenous peoples. We suggest that this is because these his-
tories are associated with race and racism, and most practi-
tioners of human genetics and anthropology believe they
abandoned race as an object of study and racism as a practice.
Instead, they argue that their efforts will undermine biological
conceptions of race and thus counteract racism. Wells and
leaders at the NGS, for example, have sold the Genographic
Project partially on the grounds that it will show race has no
biological meaning, and thus we are all one people.3 They are
not alone in making this claim. It is a common belief among
human population geneticists and biological anthropologists
who use genetic techniques to study human origins and evo-
lution that if you undercut race as a biological category, you
also undercut racism (Human Genome Diversity Project
1993; Reardon 2011).

However, as we demonstrate below, there is no necessary
link between antiracialism—that is, opposing racial catego-
ries—and antiracism.4 Specifically, we show how in many in-
stances it is in the name of being against “race” that contem-
porary scientists continue to make claims to control Native

3. See, e.g., National Geographic, “Geographic and IBM Launch Land-
mark Project to Map How Humankind Populated the Planet,” press
release, April 13, 2005 (http://www-03.ibm.com/press/us/en/pressrelease/
7611.wss [accessed February 15, 2012]). Also see Rediff interview with
Spencer Wells (http://www.rediff.com/news/2002/nov/27inter.htm [ac-
cessed February 15, 2012]).

4. Our research findings resonate with David Theo Goldberg’s recent
observation that “antiracialism, it turns out for the most part, is whiteness
by another name, by other means, with recruitment of people of color
to act as public spokespersons for the cause. . . . Antiracialism is about
decategorization, a gesture necessarily by the racially dominant towards
those they racially suppress. Antiracism, by contrast . . . seeks to remove
the condition not indirectly through the removal of the category in the
name of which the repression is enacted. Rather, it seeks to remove the
structure of the condition itself” (Goldberg 2009:22).

peoples and own their resources. Indeed, as Wells implicitly
argues in the Journey of Man, indigenous peoples should give
their DNA in order to support Europeans’ new civilizing pro-
ject: the cosmopolitan antiracist world promised by geno-
mics.5 While in the nineteenth century, Europeans sought to
tame American wildernesses and the “savages” that inhabited
them—a so-called civilizing project now generally viewed as
racist—in the twenty-first century, self-proclaimed Europeans
continue to make a claim to indigenous peoples and their
resources, only this time they do so in the name of the civ-
ilizing project of antiracism.

In short, while biological anthropologists and geneticists
commonly state desires to build an antiracist future, often
they do so on conceptual and material terrains that leave
intact old links between whiteness and property. Wells, for
example, argues for access to “nature” (in the form of human
DNA) in order that he might transform it into something of
value and use: knowledge about human evolution. This enacts
old understandings of Native peoples, nature, and subjectivity
that position Native peoples as having no similar ability or
desire to transform nature (in this case, their own natures)
into value. They thus lack subjectivity, becoming mere re-
positories of DNA. These understandings and performances
reflect a very old order of things in which whiteness figures
as a rational civilizing project that creates symbolic and ma-
terial value of use to all humanity. As a formation that brings
good things to all, whiteness itself becomes a thing of value
that should be developed and defended—in this case, Wells
argues for the right to study Europeans.6

Below, we describe the deeper histories of these relations
between whiteness, property, and the human sciences. In par-
ticular, we show how the American School of Anthropology
enfolded Native peoples into their histories and claimed
knowledge about and artifacts of these cultures as their right-
ful inheritance. Drawing both on the Genographic Project
and the recent struggles between Arizona State University
(ASU) and the Havasupai Tribe over the use of Havasupai
DNA, we then describe how similar enfoldments continue
today despite most contemporary human scientists’ explicit
rejection of hierarchical ideas of race.

We seek to bring greater clarity and visibility to these con-
stitutive links between whiteness, property, and the human
sciences in order that the fields of biological anthropology

5. In making the film, Wells explicitly sought to generate support for
efforts to collect DNA from indigenous peoples in order to conduct
human population genetics research. Wells would go on to lead one such
effort, the NGS’s Genographic Project.

6. Of course, the antiracialist Wells does not understand the category
“European” to be a racial category but rather a geographic one. Yet such
a distinction would be lost on many, including human population ge-
neticists. For example, Leslie Clarence Dunn, known as one of the fathers
of human population genetics, is cited as arguing that geographic isolation
“is the great race maker” (UNESCO 1952:33). These strong links between
race and geography highlight the thin lines between antiracialism and
racialism and begin to suggest why antiracialism rarely serves as an ef-
fective instrument of antiracism.

http://www-03.ibm.com/press/us/en/pressrelease/7611.wss
http://www-03.ibm.com/press/us/en/pressrelease/7611.wss
http://www.rediff.com/news/2002/nov/27inter.htm
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and population genetics might work to move toward their
stated commitments to antiracism (a goal, we argue, that the
fields’ antiracialism impedes). Specifically, we reflect on how
these links can inform extralegal strategies to address tensions
between U.S. and other indigenous peoples and genome sci-
entists and their facilitators (ethicists, lawyers, and policy
makers). We conclude by suggesting changes to scientific ed-
ucation and professional standards that might improve re-
lations between indigenous peoples and those who study then,
and we introduce mechanisms for networking between in-
digenous peoples, scholars, and policy makers concerned with
expanding indigenous governance of science and technology.

Whiteness, Property, and Genomic Science

Whiteness as property has carried and produced a heavy
legacy. It is a ghost that has haunted the political and legal
domains in which claims for justice have been inadequately
addressed for far too long. (Harris 1993:1791)

Connections between whiteness and property have long been
recognized as central to the constitution of the American
nation and its legal system. Racial theories central to the con-
struction of the United States positioned whites as rational
agents capable of intervening in and transforming nature into
productive property, thus justifying the taking of Native lands
(Harris 1993). In political documents, doctrines, and scientific
papers, settlers from Europe represented Native peoples as
existing either outside of or at an earlier point in civilization
and thus lacking the moral qualities needed to advance civ-
ilization through transforming raw natural resources into
things of value for humans (Declaration of Independence,
1776; Dippie 1982; Morgan 1909 [1877], 1965 [1881]). The
right to constitute “modern” or “European” (to use Wells’s
descriptor) natural and moral orders found support in these
racial ideologies that construed Native peoples as incapable
of developing the modern industrial state and its productive
citizen, the property-owning individual.

Thus, property and race developed close and strong links
in the American context. Indeed, as Cheryl Harris argues in
her groundbreaking 1993 Harvard Law Review article,
“Whiteness as Property” (Harris 1993), whiteness and prop-
erty became so strongly linked that whiteness in effect became
a form of property. If whites alone could construct and possess
property, then whiteness itself became a valuable thing. In-
deed, Harris describes it as a “treasured property” that accords
those who own it rights and privileges that the American legal
system defends (Harris 1993:1713). Not surprisingly, these
rights and privileges include the right to control the legal
meaning of group identity, including the identities of others
(e.g., blacks and Native Americans) whose racialization and
subordination as “other” is necessary to solidify the exclusive
parameters of whiteness. If whiteness and the property and
privileges that it encloses are to be effectively defended, its

owners must also claim the right to define the others who
are not white and who therefore should not access its priv-
ileges.

While in recent decades scholars have made evident these
connections between whiteness and property as they play out
in American law, much less is known about the relations
between whiteness, property, and technoscience. Yet as tech-
noscience, particularly the biotechnosciences, continue to rise
in importance in societal development strategies, its relations
to race and property will only increase in importance. We live
in times where for many, the relevant “civilizing” project that
shapes their lives is the development of the “knowledge so-
ciety” in which knowledge is a primary source of wealth.7

Thus, we suggest that if we are to understand contemporary
relations between race and property and their role in con-
stituting contemporary political orders and subjectivities, then
sites of knowledge production must come into our critical
view.

As a hub for the production of knowledge and conceptions
of race in contemporary societies, the life sciences and the
genome sciences in particular promise a particularly impor-
tant vista. We suggest that the often surreal interactions pro-
voked by biological anthropologists and population geneticists
attempting to gain access to Native American DNA might
provide an exemplary case. In recent decades, Native Amer-
ican DNA has emerged as a new natural resource that Native
peoples possess but that the modern subject—the self-iden-
tified European—has the desire and ability to develop into
knowledge that is of value and use to all humans. As we
already noted, while many biological anthropologists and hu-
man population geneticists may formally reject “race” as a
legitimate scientific object, they continue to value studying
and understanding whiteness (e.g., Wells’s quest for European
origins) and believe that a study of “redness” is a constitutive
part of this project.8

How did this happen? How did anthropologists and later
human geneticists come to understand Native cultures and
then biologies as part of the proper inheritance of whites and
thus that which scientists had the right to control and study?
In what ways have these understandings been challenged? In
what ways do they persist? Through an examination of both
historical and contemporary cases, these are the questions that
we seek to answer.

Constructing “Red” as the Inheritance of Whites

Legal concepts of property and anthropological concepts of
human evolution may appear to have lived entirely separate

7. As the science and legal studies scholar Sheila Jasanoff explains,
“knowledge has become the primary wealth of nations, displacing natural
resources, and knowledgeable individuals constitute possibly the most
important form of capital” (Jasanoff 2005:4).

8. Although that is not to say that all reject the reality of race. Some
genetic ancestry and health disparities research is certainly racialist in its
study of genetic aspects of race while also aiming to be antiracist. See n.
30 for an example.
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intellectual lives. However, they are joined by a common con-
cern: inheritance. As Yael Ben-zvi (2007) notes in her im-
portant contribution to critical race theory and the history
of anthropology, “In both the biological and economic sense,
inheritance connects individuals or generations within par-
ticular groups so that biological and material properties are
transferred from the deceased to the living members of the
same group” (“Where Did Red Go?”; Ben-zvi 2007:213).
Thus, the law and the human sciences confront the same
fundamental question: what constitutes “members of the
same group” for the purpose of understanding the transfer
of properties? In law, one must determine who is a group
member in order to determine who inherits (material) prop-
erty. In the human sciences, the order of cause and effect is
reversed. Who inherits (biological) property determines who
is a group member.

As historians of science and critical race theorists docu-
ment, both American law and science have historically drawn
on race to order human beings into groups (Foner 1999;
Harris 1993). Scholars commonly focus on the racial line
between black and white that is crucial for understanding the
operation of race and power in the United States. But it begs
an important question: what is the place of other racialized
groups in this black/white picture? In particular, why are Na-
tive Americans sorely neglected in the majority of analyses of
race and power in the United States? Ben-zvi provides a re-
vealing answer: this elision is the result of dominant nine-
teenth-century anthropological theories that turned Native
Americans into the “vanishing ancestors of their presumably
white heirs” (Ben-zvi 2007:213).

Analyzing the central works of Lewis Henry Morgan—per-
haps the most influential American anthropologist of his
time—Ben-zvi demonstrates that anthropological theories of
cultural evolutionism positioned Native Americans in a pe-
riod of human evolution that preceded and made room for
whites. For Morgan, “human progress” proceeded through
different “ethnical periods”: savagery, barbarism, and civili-
zation.9 To understand this “progress,” he argued passionately
for the need to study the “aborigines” who represent these
periods and relevant subperiods.10 As Morgan explains in his
last work, Houses and House-Life of the American Aborigines,

The progress of mankind from their primitive condition to

civilization has been marked and eventful. Each great stage

of progress is connected, more or less directly, with some

important invention or discovery which materially influ-

enced human progress, and inaugurated an improved con-

dition. For these reasons the period of savagery has been

divided into three subperiods, and that of barbarism also

into three; the latter of which are chiefly important in their

9. For Morgan’s explanation of his theory of “ethnical periods,” see
Morgan (1909 [1877]:3–18).

10. In particular, Morgan felt that the study of American aborigines,
or “American Indians,” should “command as well as deserve the respect
of the American people” (Morgan 1965 [1881]:254).

relation to Indian tribes. The Older Period of barbarism,

which commences with the introduction of the art of pot-

tery, and the Middle Period, which commences with the use

of adobe brick in the construction of houses, and with the

cultivation of maize and plants by irrigation, mark two very

different and very dissimilar conditions of life. The larger

portion of the Indian tribes fall within one or the other of

these periods. (Morgan 1965 [1881]:xxv–xxvi)

Not only do “Indian tribes fall within one or the other of
these periods,” Morgan argued that “in no other part of the
earth were these two conditions of human progress [the Older
Period and Middle Period] so well represented as by American
Indian tribes” (Morgan 1965 [1881]:xxiv). Morgan believed
that “knowledge of the culture and state of arts of life in these
two periods was indispensable to understanding human pro-
gress” (Morgan 1965 [1881]:xxiv–xxv). Therefore, the human
sciences could not progress without a study of the American
Indian (Morgan 1965 [1881]:xxiv–xxv). Through such study,
he argued, “we may recover some portion of the lost history
of our own race” (Morgan 1965 [1881]:xxv).

To illustrate, Morgan describes American Indian family
structures as open and inclusive, ready to admit new members
(i.e., whites, but not blacks, who were out of place in Morgan’s
evolutionary paradigm; Ben-zvi 2007:217). The adobe bricks
that make up Indian homes are similar in shape and material
to those in American homes, but without the finished, pol-
ished nature of American bricks. In these representations,
white people did not violently colonize Native peoples. In-
stead, whites represented a more evolved form of the same
people: Americans. Indeed, Morgan went further. He believed
that American Indians represented all of “mankind” in an
early stage of evolution. Writing in perhaps his most influ-
ential work, Ancient Society, he argues

Since mankind were one in origin, their career has been

essentially one, running in different but uniform channels

upon all continents, and very similarly in all tribes and

nations of mankind down to the same status of advance-

ment. It follows that the history and experience of the Amer-

ican Indian tribe represent, more or less nearly, the history

of our own remote ancestors when in corresponding con-

ditions. Forming a part of the human record, their insti-

tutions, arts, inventions and practical experience possess a

high and special value reaching far beyond the Indian race

itself. (Morgan 1909 [1877]:vii)

Morgan therefore urged Americans to enter “this great field
and gather its abundant harvest” before the American Indian
cultures “perish[ed],” lost to “the influence of American civ-
ilization” (1909 [1877]:vii).11 Pace Spencer Wells, Morgan
made many of Wells’s same riveting claims 130 years earlier.

11. Also see Bieder (1986) for an account of Morgan’s contributions
and his study of American Indians prompted by a sense of urgency that
the Indian would inevitably disappear, erasing not only Indian history
but the history of the rest of mankind.
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The Genographic Project and the Persistence of Nineteenth-
Century Anthropological Imaginaries

Although Morgan’s theories of cultural evolutionism fell from
anthropological favor long ago, the idea that Native Ameri-
cans and others (i.e., “Africans”) represent an earlier period
in human evolution and thus can help modern humans un-
derstand themselves persists in contemporary anthropological
imaginaries. Today such imaginaries manifest themselves not
through the study of the building blocks of homes but through
the analysis of what many human scientists consider the
building blocks of bodies: DNA. Genetic evolutionism has
eclipsed Morgan’s cultural evolutionism. A rich contemporary
example of this can be found in the NGS’s Genographic Pro-
ject.

This self-described “landmark DNA quest to decipher our
distant past” seeks to collect the DNA “of very special people
living today” in order to tell the story of “the human journey”
(Wells 2007:45). Genographic Project organizers have tried
very hard to steer this project clear of accusations of racism
and have instead presented it as an initiative that unites hu-
mans (Reardon 2009; TallBear 2007). However, careful in-
spection of the “our” of “our distant past” and the “very
special people” who hold the secrets to this past reveals a
parsing of human beings into evolutionary stages not so dif-
ferent from Morgan’s theories of cultural evolutionism.

Let us begin with the “very special people” that the Gen-
ographic Project seeks to sample. Who are these people? Spen-
cer Wells, human population geneticist and leader of the Pro-
ject, provides the following answer.

Ideally, they would be living in the same place as their an-

cestors did centuries ago. They should have been relatively

isolated from immigration from surrounding groups who

have moved into the region recently. They also should retain

some of their ancestors’ ways of life, be it language, marriage

patterns, or other cultural attributes. In other words, what

we want are indigenous people. (Wells 2007:45; italics in

original)

Both Morgan’s aborigines and Wells’s indigenous people rep-
resent similar things: “our” ancestors; human beings from
whom “we” can learn important lessons about ourselves. In
both cases, the “we” that constitutes the knowing subject is
differentiated from the objects of study. In Morgan’s case, the
“we” are made up of members of “modern” society, and their
objects of study are “aborigines.” Wells tries very hard to avoid
this hierarchical language and the racist legacies it invokes.
Yet implicit, indeed explicit, in the Genographic Project is the
notion that some people—namely, what the project leaders
call “indigenous people”—live in “remote” places, closer to
the origins of humanity. Wells does not use the now-loaded
language of “savage” or “barbarous,” but he does describe
indigenous people as having genomes that are simpler to de-
cipher and that leave a “clearer trail” (Wells 2007:4). This
makes them different from those whose genomes evolved after

what Wells describes as “the mobility revolution” (Wells 2007:
48). It is these latter individuals—individuals whose genomes
became more complicated over the course of human evolu-
tion—whose secrets are locked up in the more clear genomes
of indigenous peoples. It is the journey of these individuals
that the Genographic Project and genetic scientists more
broadly seek to document.

In order to make this imaginary work, the Genographic
Project organizers define “indigenous people” in a very par-
ticular way. As Wells explains in the passage above, “indige-
nous people” are “relatively isolated from immigration from
surrounding groups.” Although technically the Genographic
Project does allow for self-identified indigenous populations
to come forward and ask to be included in the study (Gen-
ographic Project 2005:12; TallBear 2007; Zhadanov et al.
2010), standard practice is that scientifically interesting pop-
ulations must conform to long-standing criteria of genetic
distinctiveness conventionally associated with geographic iso-
lation.12 To ensure that an indigenous person conforms to
this criterion, organizers specify that “the participant will need
to have grandparents who were members of the population
in question.” This, they explain, will minimize admixture and
“assure that the genetic lineages we find are as representative
of the ancient history of the population as possible” (Gen-
ographic Project 2005:12).13

12. A tribe from Massachusetts, the Seaconke Wampanoag, did come
forward of their own accord to participate in the project at the very
moment when the Genographic Project was encountering trouble re-
cruiting U.S. indigenes. The Genographic Project thus received positive
press for collaborating with a Native American tribe (TallBear 2007). The
Genographic Project’s scientists and tribal historians coauthored a sci-
entific article published in the American Journal of Physical Anthropology
detailing the results of sampling (Zhadanov et al. 2010). Interestingly,
this article is unlikely to contribute to scientific understandings of ancient
migrations to the Americas. The Seaconke Wampanoag who were sam-
pled largely trace to European and African populations. Indeed they were
shown to have no “maternal Native American lineages” and only one
“Native American” paternal haplotype in an individual with known Cher-
okee male ancestry (Zhadanov et al. 2010:586). Instead, the article is
notable for its insightful treatment of nongenetic Wampanoag history
and the fact that it was coauthored by Genographic Project scientists and
Wampanoag tribal members.

13. How many grandparents must be a member of the population is
not further specified. However, the ideal in genetic studies of human
evolution is to sample individuals with four grandparents from the same
population. In Luca Cavalli-Sforza et al.’s History and Geography of Hu-
man Genes, aboriginal populations with “25% or more admixture” are
excluded (Cavalli-Sforza, Menozzi, and Piazza 1994:24). Smaller-scale
studies are even stricter, ranging from 0% alleged admixture in individuals
(four endogenous grandparents; Lorenz and Smith 1994; Torroni et al.
1993b) to populational admixture rates of ≤5% (Callegari-Jacques et al.
1993; Neel 1978; Torroni et al. 1992), 8.7% (Torroni et al. 1992), and
12% (Torroni et al. 1993a). “Admixture” is calculated according to the
presence in populations of haplotypes or genetic lineages that are tied
to non-American geographies. Two respectable anthropological genetics
texts (Crawford 1998; Relethford 2003) also completely miss discussing
how populations or individuals are chosen/constituted as “American In-
dian” (or “Eskaleut,” “Nadene,” or “Amerind”) for sampling. Other key
articles about Native American migrations also skip discussions of criteria
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These acts of construction rarely gain recognition. Genetic
scientists such as Spencer Wells and Luca Cavalli-Sforza, for
example, do not believe that they play any role in constructing
“indigenous people”; instead, they believe that “indigenous
people” and their genomes exist as real phenomena in the
world that they simply sample and study. This belief, we argue,
is the product of an anthropological imaginary that dates back
to at least the late nineteenth century—one that posits in-
digenous peoples as distinct from modern humans and as
representatives of an earlier stage of human evolution.

It is this same imaginary that leads human population ge-
neticists to assume their right to study indigenous DNA. If
indigenous people represent modern humans at an earlier
point in evolution, then indigenous DNA is part of modern
humans’ inheritance and, thus, property. This implies the
further right to study that DNA. Specifically, the nineteenth-
century imaginaries that animate contemporary human pop-
ulation genetics make it possible to imagine indigenous DNA
as constitutive elements of contemporary “white” bodies and
thus part of the property that those who can claim a white
identity rightfully control.14 Because concepts of whiteness tie
closely to ideas of modernity and rationality (Dua, Razack,
and Warner 2005; Goldberg 1993; Kempf 2002; Puar 2001;
Said 1979 [1978]) and then to science (Goonatilake 1998;
Harding 2008; Subramaniam 2001), genetic scientists not typ-
ically considered “white” who work on projects such as the
Genographic Project can partake of the privileges and power
that whiteness in collusion with rationality offers up. They
too can claim property rights in indigenous DNA.15

ASU versus Havasupai: Our Interests Are in Your Interest

We argue that this right to study indigenous DNA for pur-
poses not sanctioned by indigenous peoples is clearly at issue
in the recent legal dispute between the Havasupai and ASU
over the use of Havasupai DNA samples. This case has been
widely represented as a matter of deceitful scientists who failed
to inform their research subjects about use of their samples

used to determine who constitutes “the Pima” or “the Papago” (e.g.,
Wallace and Torroni 1992) or “Native Americans” (Santos et al. 1999)
for sampling purposes. Those who rely on data sets from older studies
are especially vague in discussing their inclusion criteria for samples (e.g.,
Torroni et al. 1992, 1993a, 1993b). It would appear that the authors
believe that group boundaries and sampling decisions are self-evident.

14. Moreover, as genetic concepts of indigeneity become normative
and accepted as those that signify the truly “indigenous,” different—and
often more inclusive—biological and social criteria used by indigenous
peoples themselves are abstracted from view. As a result, the idea of
indigenous governance and citizenship is implicitly challenged (TallBear
2013).

15. This is one of many examples in which the phenomenon of white-
ness does not map easily onto “white people.” Thus, as George Lipsitz
points out, “opposing whiteness is not the same thing as opposing white
people” (Lipsitz 2006:viii).

(e.g., Bommersbach 2008; Shaffer 2004).16 While certainly an
egregious case of failed informed consent, we contend that
the problems are at once less tractable and more fundamental.
The deeper structural problem is the relations between white-
ness and property this case enacts—specifically, the way in
which Native peoples once again become folded into the long-
standing goals of “Europeans” to transform nature into useful
products and to create knowledge that will be of use and
benefit to all people.

At issue in this case—in which both the tribe and 52 in-
dividual members of the Havasupai Tribe sued ASU for $50
and $25 million, respectively, for misuse of their blood sam-
ples—is whether ASU researchers distributed DNA samples
collected from members of the Havasupai Tribe in the early
1990s in a manner that violated the tribe’s informed consent
rights.17 What is notable for our analysis is not that population
geneticists distributed Havasupai DNA to non-ASU research-
ers without informed consent but that once this was pointed
out, researchers still adamantly defended their right to engage
in this practice.18 Most of the researchers involved justified
the distribution of samples for research that did not directly
relate to diabetes—the research the Havasupai explicitly ap-
proved—on the grounds that it advanced science.19 As Therese
Markow, the researcher who originally collected the Hava-
supai DNA, explained to the independent investigators hired
by ASU and the Havasupai, “‘Knowledge is power,’ and the
more one knows, the better off one is from a research per-
spective” (Hart and Sobraske 2003:87).

Markow has described the Havasupai project as a broad
one of “medical/genetics” within which the most pressing
problems of Havasupai would be investigated: diabetes and
schizophrenia (Dalton 2004:500; Hart and Sobraske 2003:83).
She has also argued that her understanding of the research
purpose broadly was to study Havasupai “behavioral and
medical disorders,” and that is what they were consented for
(despite missing documentation and graduate student claims

16. Also see Hart and Sobraske (2003), the lengthy investigative report
commissioned by ASU, which presents an ultimately critical picture of
scientists involved in the case. Dalton (2004) paints a less damning pic-
ture.

17. Tilousi et al. v. Arizona State University et al., CV 2004-0115 (Ariz.
Superior Ct., Coconino County). Also see Havasupai Tribe of Havasupai
Reservation v. Arizona Board of Regents, 204 P.3d 1063 (Ariz. App. Div.
1, 2008).

18. Few dispute whether researchers at ASU distributed Havasupai
DNA in a manner that moved beyond what tribal members understood
would happen. What is at issue is whether ASU had gained legal informed
consent to engage in this form of distribution. Resolution of this point
is not imminent, as the lead researcher, Therese Markow, claims a moving
company lost the relevant informed consent forms when she moved to
Arizona University (Hart and Sobraske 2003:85).

19. Markow and her co-principal investigator also used data gathered
from the Havasupai for diabetes-related research (as the tribe understood
it) and data gathered in previous cultural anthropology studies for schizo-
phrenia-related research that the tribe claims not to have approved. In
Markow and Martin (1993), they calculate “inbreeding coefficients” for
tribal members.
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to the contrary). In the middle of the controversial and on-
going dispute about whether Havasupai were properly con-
sented for anything but diabetes, Markow continued to defend
research to which the Havasupai objected (i.e., research on
ancient human migrations by biological anthropologists at
other institutions; Hart and Sobraske 2003:87). She did so on
the grounds that once such basic scientific research is pub-
lished, it becomes public and serves as a foundation on which
other researchers can do basic science that might benefit sub-
jects medically in the future. For example, when researchers
compared data from research subjects identified as Pima and
Havasupai, they concluded that not all Native Americans are
genetically alike. Such knowledge, Markow argued, can lead
to a better understanding of disease within the population
and “can be helpful in counseling and providing guidance to
improve treatment” (Hart and Sobraske 2003:85–87, 59).20

Dr. Stephen Mack, a researcher at Roche Molecular Labs,
made similar assertions. In 1996 he published his University
of California, Berkeley, dissertation, a population genetics
study that addressed how long Native American populations
had been in the Americas (Mack 1996). The thesis was based
on research that used purified DNA samples (not original
Havasupai specimens, but DNA collected from the cell lines
made from the original specimens) received from Dr. Henry
Erlich of Roche Molecular Labs in Berkeley. In using Hava-
supai data to this end, he argued, along with Theodosius
Dobzhansky, that “nothing in biology makes sense apart from
evolution” (Erlich quoting Dobzhansky 1973). In other words,
while his research was not a medical study per se, it did
contribute to understandings of the biological context in
which such medically related studies could proceed (Hart and
Sobraske 2003:78). Implicit in Mack’s assertion is that if the
Havasupai wanted to understand biologically what made them
more susceptible to diabetes, they would have to subject them-
selves to studies of human evolution and human migrations.
For both Markow and Mack, despite the Havasupai’s mis-
givings, all the research ultimately works to further the tribal
goal of understanding the biological underpinnings of dia-
betes.21

Indeed, the value of all genetic research, and the right of
researchers to study Havasupai DNA in whatever way they
deemed appropriate, went unquestioned by most who studied
the Havasupai DNA. The report produced by the independent

20. One presumes that Markow is imagining genetic counseling within
the confines of medical care down the road when any of these findings
have actually translated into innovations in medical care. See Manolio
(2010) and Wade (2009) for arguments about the as yet unfulfilled prom-
ises of such claims and worries about to whom such innovations, when
they do come, will be available or not. Charis Thompson explains that
African American men are overrepresented in criminal forensic genetics
databases, while wealthy whites are overrepresented in personalized med-
icine databases (personal communication with author, May 2011).

21. As Lewis Henry Morgan argued over a century ago, the study of
Native peoples proved central to the study of human evolution. Mack
and Markow merely made this argument work in the reverse direction:
to understand Native peoples means understanding human evolution.

investigators (known as the Hart Report) indicates that none
of the researchers who received Havasupai DNA asked for
documentation that the Havasupai had given their consent
for the distribution of their DNA (Hart and Sobraske 2003:
72, 77, 74). Nor was any documentation of the transfer of
Havasupai DNA maintained. When samples were sent to
other labs or collaborators, Markow notes that it was done
“with a phone call” (Hart and Sobraske 2003:82). It would
appear that most simply assumed they had the right to study
the Havasupai DNA.

Further, one scientist explicitly resisted the very idea that
he should have to account for his use of the Havasupai sam-
ples. The Hart Report describes this scientist—the noted pop-
ulation geneticist from Stanford, Dr. Peter Parham—as “at
best marginally cooperative.” He would not meet with in-
vestigators in person. They note, “When asked, for example,
whether he had or would produce any documents concerning
the samples and the work performed in his lab, Dr. Parham
responded: ‘Obtaining this information would consume a lot
of my time. Could you please provide an explanation of why
I should expend this time and effort?’” (Hart and Sobraske
2003:71–72). Speaking through Stanford University general
counsel, Parham defended his use of samples for three rea-
sons. First, he did not receive tissue or cells that were present
in the original Havasupai blood samples. Rather, he received
transformed cell lines that were made by ASU, “just descen-
dents” of cells taken from Havasupai tribal member bodies
(Hart and Sobraske 2003:71). Second, the existing cell lines
had no individual identifiers, and Parham received no ge-
nealogies (Hart and Sobraske 2003:72).22 For these first two
reasons, Parham noted, his research with the material was
exempt from IRB approval.23

Parham’s third reason, though, is perhaps most revealing.
Like Markow and Mack, he argued that it was appropriate to
work with Havasupai samples because he was producing
something that would be of medical value to them. In par-
ticular, the study he did reassessed the accuracy of Markow’s
previous human leukocyte antigen (HLA) class I typing of
Havasupai samples. This reassessment, he contended, was of
indirect medical relevance because diabetes can lead to kidney
failure and the need for a transplant. His study results could
inform and help in the process of identifying a suitable HLA-
matched kidney donor for any Havasupai who might even-
tually need a kidney transplant (Hart and Sobraske 2003:72).

There are indications that other geneticists may have been
sent samples, but the documentary trail is unclear (Hart and
Sobraske 2003:8, 70, 82). In all, three non-ASU scientists ob-
tained possession of cell lines descended from Havasupai tis-

22. The investigative report, however, points out that there were iden-
tifiers—“I.D. numbers employed in Dr. Markow’s identification system”
(81 tied to tribal member names in her secure records) and that these
are listed in the publication (Hart and Sobraske 2003:149).

23. Markow also defends the individual privacy protections as suffi-
cient in the Havasupai research as she only ever used group identities in
her research and publications (Hart and Sobraske 2003:84).
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sue specimens for human migrations research (Hammer et
al. 1998; Hart and Sobraske 2003:70, 128; Karafet et al. 1997,
1999).24 In addition, multiple scientists coauthored papers
based on Havasupai genetic data while they were never in
possession of actual cell lines, with many subsequent papers
citing them (Hart and Sobraske 2003:136–139).25 None ob-
tained any direct consent from the Havasupai for these sec-
ondary uses. The Hart report demonstrates that involved sci-
entists acted as if they owned—that is, they had the right to
possess and control—the Havasupai’s DNA.26

Property Interest Cloaked in Color Blindness and
Claims to Neutrality

When genome scientists view their science as neutral—that
is, in the interest of all (including groups such as the Ha-
vasupai)—they miss this assumed property interest. When
Therese Markow explained to Stephen Hart, “Knowledge is
power,” presumably she meant that knowledge is power for
all, but is this presumption accurate? Will, for example, the
knowledge that University of Arizona population geneticist
Michael Hammer claims to have produced about Bering Strait
migrations using Havasupai samples—research that Markow
viewed as his “obligation” to publish—empower tribes (Hart
and Sobraske 2003:131, 89)?

There are indications from the courts that the answer to
this question is a resounding “no” and that tribes justifiably
fear that this kind of knowledge might be used against them.
With claims to land and governance rights at stake, the state
relies on anthropological and historical evidence to determine
whether applicants meet a “socially constructed” image of the
Indian (McCulloch and Wilkins 1995). Genetics is increas-
ingly important to anthropology and the (re)construction of
human history. Ben-zvi and others (e.g., Bieder 1986; Deloria
1988 [1969]) have shown the considerable influence of an-
thropologists historically in constituting Nativeness. There is
every reason to expect that the state will avail itself of biological
anthropological evidence in order to determine who or what
is Indian.

Indeed, in the controversial Kennewick Man case, in which
tribes claimed the 9,000-year-old remains for reburial and
scientists claimed them for further study, the state ordered
the extraction of DNA in order to determine the “cultural
affiliation” of the bones. DNA amplification was unsuccessful
because of bone mineralization (Kaestle 2000), but that will
not always be the case. Tribes have much at stake when science

24. These included Henry Erlich of Roche Molecular Labs, Michael
Hammer of the University of Arizona, and Peter Parham of Stanford.

25. These included Stephen Zegura of the University of Arizona; Ta-
tiana Karafet of the University of Arizona and the Laboratory of Human
Molecular and Evolutionary Genetics, Institute of Cytology and Genetics,
Novosibirsk, Russia; and their multiple coauthors (Karafet et al. 1997,
1999).

26. Indeed, the legal regime seems to support scientists exercising a
property right in samples even when informed consent is in question.

asserts intellectual authority over and alters the parameters
of indigeneity. Because of lack of conclusive (scientifically
mediated) physical evidence of Kennewick Man’s cultural af-
filiation with living tribes, the remains were deposited with
the Burke Museum at the University of Washington, a “court
appointed neutral repository.”27 Scientists were granted the
right to study them.

The view that genetic knowledge of human evolution is an
objective neutral good that benefits all and not a particular
kind of knowledge that fits within a particular way of living
and enacting the world in effect denies indigenous people
such as the Havasupai the right to control their own genomic
resources and identity. While, as Cheryl Harris notes, whites
are granted the right to use and enjoy their reputation as
“white” people, indigenous people, such as the Havasupai,
would not appear to have a similar right to control the con-
struction of their identity as it would impinge on the right—
even obligation—of scientists to do research. Indeed, coun-
tervailing claims by Native Americans to a property interest
in their own biological materials and history often are
viewed—much as Harris describes white resistance to affir-
mative action—as an obstruction of “the original or current
distribution of power, property, and resources [that are] the
result of ‘right’ and ‘merit’” (Harris 1993:1778). In this case,
the scientists argue that they had the right to study Havasupai
DNA on the grounds that there was scientific merit to their
research. Markow recently defended herself to the New York
Times: “I was doing good science” (Harmon 2010). These
arguments not only negate Native American claims, they also
position Native peoples as acting in a “politically motivated”
manner that threatens science.28

Within the life sciences, these sets of ideas and positions
are supported by an ideology of color blindness. As Cheryl
Harris explains, by the early 1990s, many dominant social
institutions had replaced the old definition of race, one that
“created a false linkage between race and inferiority,” with a
new “color-blind” one that “denies the real linkage between
race and oppression.”29 The new definition, like the old ex-
plicitly racist definition, maintains white racial domination
over other races—this time by denying the “historical context
of white domination and Black subordination” (Harris 1993:
1768). Color blindness does not recognize, yet simultaneously

27. See http://www.washington.edu/burkemuseum/kman/ (accessed
June 9, 2011).

28. In a similar manner, Diversity Project organizers positioned in-
digenous critics of their project as “politically motivated” while they
continued to view themselves as neutral scientists working on behalf of
all humans (Reardon 2005:113).

29. Central to the norm of color blindness is “the assertion that race
is color and color does not matter” (Harris 1993:1768). We can attribute
to the color-blind ideology both the racialist and antiracialist positions
that we described earlier. Whether race is biologically real or not, it should
not matter socially, i.e., it should not be used to discriminate against or
in favor of any race.

http://www.washington.edu/burkemuseum/kman/
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supports, long-standing property regimes in favor of white-
ness.30

The biological sciences have similarly transformed. Today
only the rare scientist would invoke biological or genetic data
to make a claim about racial inferiority or superiority. Like
the law, contemporary biological science holds that race and
ethnicity—whether they are biologically real or not—should
not matter for the purposes of ordering society or determining
the rights or worth of human beings. Indeed, this has been
a central claim of scientists involved in genetic ancestry re-
search.31 Instead, it is commonplace to believe that if one is
doing “scientific” work, then it will benefit all humans. It is
not the norm to suggest that practices must be responsive to
the possibility of causing social harms.32 Thus, many scientists
may simply assume a right to study and control Native Amer-
ican DNA and maintain no practices of accountability (e.g.,
no records of where the Havasupai DNA was shipped), thus
upholding long-standing regimes of property and whiteness.

Reconceiving Genomics and Property

On April 10, 2010 the Arizona Board of Regents (ABOR)
settled out of court with Havasupai tribal members for
$700,000 (ABOR 2010), a fraction of monetary damages
claimed in the original lawsuits.33 The settlement also provided
for tribal member scholarships and collaborations between
ABOR and the tribe in “health, education, economic devel-
opment, and engineering planning” (ABOR 2010). Perhaps
the most important aspect of the settlement is that it provided

30. Harris further explains that defining race as nothing more than
color “and therefore meaningless . . . is as subordinating as defining race
to be scientifically determinative of inherent deficiency” (1993:1768).
While the old definition of race linked it with hierarchy and notions of
inferiority, “the new definition denies the real linkage between race and
oppression under systematic white supremacy. Distorting and denying
reality, both definitions support race subordination” (Harris 1993:1768).

31. Consider DNAPrint Genomics, a prominent DNA ancestry testing
company until they declared bankruptcy in early 2009. Their popular
technology, the patented AncestryByDNA test, was quickly licensed to
DNA Diagnostics Center. DNAPrint asserts that the recent move to de-
scribe race as “socially constructed” is oversimplified and that there is a
“genetic component of race” that can be measured by their Ancestry-
ByDNA test. But they also argue that this genetic component of race is
not socially or politically relevant, i.e., a racialist position that decries
racism. As the company explains, “DNA has no recorded history of your
political, social, personal or religious beliefs.” See “What Is Race?”
(http://www.ancestrybydna.com/welcome/faq/#q1 [accessed October 21,
2006]), now available through the internet archive at http://web
.archive.org/web/20060709021118/http://www.ancestrybydna.com/
welcome/faq/#q1 (accessed February 15, 2012).

32. That said, author conversations and early ethnographic work with
often younger critical scientists suggest changing attitudes toward sci-
entific property claims in indigenous and other biological samples (e.g.,
TallBear’s National Science Foundation award SES-1027307, “Constitut-
ing Knowledge across Cultures of Expertise and Tradition: An Ethno-
graphic Study of Indigenous Genome Scientists and Their Collabora-
tors”). How the broader academic field and the law will respond to
openings for ethical paradigm changes is yet to be seen.

33. See n. 15.

for the repatriation of blood samples. On April 22, 2010, a
delegation of Havasupai arrived at ASU. As they sang cere-
monial songs, a freezer was unlocked by a university official.
The Havasupai were there to claim long stored blood sam-
ples—some from individuals now dead—for burial in the
floor of the Grand Canyon, the Havasupai home (Harmon
2010; Kiefer 2010).

Because the case was settled out of court, there is no legal
precedent for future cases in which researchers and institu-
tions violate research subjects’ rights. However, the settlement
is important because ABOR and the university acknowledged
misconduct serious enough to award monetary damages.34

The settlement could also “affect plaintiffs’ and attorneys’
views of litigation opportunities,” and it could lead researchers
to work to understand and consider more thoroughly subject
“perspectives” on the nature of research being performed on
their biological materials (Mello and Wolf 2010:2–3).

Within Native and indigenous communities, these per-
spectives increasingly include those who claim more com-
prehensive rights to govern research activities and to have a
greater say in the constitution of knowledge about their bod-
ies, populations, and histories (Mariella et al. 2009).35 In par-
ticular, invoking sovereignty discourses, indigenous peoples
themselves increasingly make ownership claims on their ge-
netic resources and their genetic heritage (Mariella et al. 2009;
Mead and Ratuva 2007).36 Such claims extend not only to
biological samples and derived data but also to their histories
that can be known in part through DNA. However, to date,
these claims alone have proven largely ineffective in securing
increased tribal control of samples and data. We conclude by
considering why this has been the case, what this reveals about
the genomic constructions of race and property, and what
might constitute a more responsive and constructive approach
to property in the domains of genomics and biological an-
thropology.

The Limits of Existing Legal and Regulatory Frameworks

In the Havasupai case, the attorneys issued six charges: breach
of informed consent, infliction of emotional distress, fraud,
negligence, violation of civil rights, and most importantly for
our topic, “conversion” of Havasupai blood samples for the

34. Personal conversation by authors with Rebecca Tsosie, director of
American Indian Legal Program, Arizona State University.

35. Also see http://www.ihs.gov/Research/index.cfm?modulephrpp
_irb for an incomplete list of IRBs and tribal IRBs as well (accessed June
9, 2011).

36. The Mataatua Declaration on cultural and intellectual property
rights of indigenous peoples, June 18, 1993, in Pacific genes and life patents:
Pacific indigenous experiences and analysis of the commodification and own-
ership of life, Aroha Te Pareake Mead and Steven Ratuva, eds., 197–200
(Wellington: Call of the Earth Llamado de la Tierra and the United
Nations University Institute of Advanced Studies, 2007). The Mataatua
Declaration was passed by a plenary of delegates from Ainu (Japan),
Australia, Cook Islands, Fiji, Indian, Panama, Peru, Philippines, Surinam,
the United States, and Aotearoa (New Zealand).

http://www.ancestrybydna.com/welcome/faq/#q1
http://web.archive.org/web/20060709021118/http://www.ancestrybydna.com/welcome/faq/#q1
http://web.archive.org/web/20060709021118/http://www.ancestrybydna.com/welcome/faq/#q1
http://web.archive.org/web/20060709021118/http://www.ancestrybydna.com/welcome/faq/#q1
http://www.ihs.gov/Research/index.cfm?module=hrpp_irb
http://www.ihs.gov/Research/index.cfm?module=hrpp_irb
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scientists’ benefit. The complaint asserts that “The Blood Sam-
ples are Plaintiffs’ tangible property and Defendants’ activities
. . . constitute a substantial interference with plaintiffs’ pos-
session or right thereto, as well as the defendants’ wrongful
exercise of dominion over Plaintiffs’ personal property rights
in the Blood Samples.” The samples are described as “unique
living substances and properties” that “would provide defen-
dants with competitive, commercial, and scientific advan-
tages” (Tilousi et al. v. Arizona State University et al., CV 2004-
0115 [Ariz. Superior Ct., Coconino County, 11]). They sought
a total of $25 million in compensatory and punitive damages
from ABOR, ASU, and individual scientists. In this, as in
many other cases, indigenous groups failed to secure property
rights to their biological samples and data derived from them.
In its motion to dismiss the case, the federal district court
explicitly dismissed three of the charges, including the con-
version (or property rights infraction) charge.

This outcome should not surprise. Genome scientists as
well as the law commonly position knowledge and even mol-
ecules as separate from the bodies of donors and therefore as
not the property of donors. For example, as we noted above,
the Hart Report claims Peter Parham of Stanford argued that
“the cells he received no longer contained any of the cells that
were present in the original blood sample, but are just de-
scendants” (Hart and Sobraske 2003:71). Therefore, Parham
concluded that he was free to use the samples as he pleased.
In Moore v. Regents of California (1990), the California Su-
preme Court similarly argued that once tissues leave an in-
dividual, the individual does not retain property rights.37 Al-
though biological anthropologists’ and population geneticists’
uses and claims about DNA have been allowed, when non-
scientists such as tribes or individual research subjects assert
claims and the right to control DNA extracted from their
bodies, these claims are disallowed. In the Havasupai case,
connections are severed between blood cells collected from
indigenous people and the cell lines made from them.

We argue that this is because there is a much deeper prop-
erty issue at play, the one our paper describes: the property
of whiteness and the role genomics plays in maintenance of
this form of property. As exhibited by the exchange between
Spencer Wells and the Aboriginal artist in The Journey of Man,
both scientists and indigenous peoples make claims to narrate
history and determine identity. However, while indigenous
peoples explicitly assert their right to narrate their own his-
tories and identities, Euro-American nation-states and sci-
entists usually need not do so because these histories and
identities are recognized and upheld in dominant systems of
law and science. As Harris and Ben-zvi show, the United States

37. Moore v. Regents of California, 51 Cal. 3d 120 (1990). However,
the recent Association for Molecular Pathology v. USPTO decision in which
U.S. District Court for the Southern District of New York declared invalid
some of the patents of Myriad Genetics related to the breast cancer
susceptibility gene 1 and 2 indicates that the Moore decision is under
reconsideration. See Conley and Vorhaus (2010) for a description of this
decision.

sets and enforces the parameters of whiteness by drawing on
legal and scientific discourses of property and ownership that
are pervasive but not officially recognized.

In short, Euro-American law and science operate within
and act to enforce dominant social formations. Further, power
inequities exist between these formations and indigenous peo-
ples. As a result, indigenous peoples’ efforts to reclaim rights
to their resources and identities through dominant legal and
regulatory mechanisms are likely to continue to fail. These
mechanisms are mediated at every turn by power relations
shaped by histories of racism and colonialism, and it is these
relations that must be addressed if we are to recognize and
respond to the problems created by the constitution of white-
ness as property by both the law and the life sciences.

Intercultural Justice

Although human genetic variation language and practices reg-
ularly ignore the already social and political nature of research,
there are ideas brewing in critical research communities that
outline how the future of anthropological and genomic re-
search and the power relations between those who study and
those who are studied can be different. Of these, we believe
most promising are those that are not free of state authority
but rather combine the pragmatic advantages of tribal and
indigenous regulation with efforts to transform our philo-
sophical and ethical landscapes.

American Indian law scholar Rebecca Tsosie proposes shift-
ing the basic theoretical and legal framework within which
we evaluate indigenous and scientific claims to one guided
by a framework of indigenous genetic resources. Specifically,
Tsosie calls for the development of “intercultural justice.”
Such a framework would entail a “restructuring [of] the legal
relationships among Native nations and the United States and
its non-Indian citizens to alleviate the historical and contem-
porary grievances and harms that continue to affect Native
communities” (Tsosie 2007:498). Such a framework would
draw on tribal and international law to better protect “inter-
group equality and fundamental human rights” (2007:397).
As Tsosie explains, Euro-American values of property and
privacy see all resources as capable of being owned, “effi-
ciently” used, exploited, and therefore transferable to ensure
their more productive use (Tsosie 2007:397). Many indige-
nous groups, on the other hand, understand property to be
collective or communal in nature, believe that these rights are
coupled with responsibilities to protect the resource, and rec-
ognize that property can have spiritual value and should not
threaten group privacy (Tsosie 2007:397–398). An intercul-
tural framework would not only account for the historical
exploitation of indigenous peoples as research subjects, but
it would also consider and address these differences in ap-
proaches to property.

Technically, consideration of these differences should al-
ready be ensured by tribal rights of self-determination. How-
ever, when challenged, the enforcement of tribal sovereignty
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falls to mediation in state and federal courts, where it is ad-
judicated by non-Natives and thus non-Native cultural con-
ceptions, values, and law. Tsosie reminds us that tribal law
and institutions—such as tribal institutional review boards
(IRBs)—are better positioned to respond effectively to tribal
values about research and knowledge. Thus, mainstream col-
laboration with tribal court systems and the development of
tribal IRBs can provide a more effective governance structure
for overseeing knowledge production that is not damaging to
tribal interests (Tsosie 2007:408–409).

Indigenous Control of Biological Specimens

In recent years, tribes and First Nations have put forward
promising mechanisms for direct tribal control of biological
samples, although they are not without enforcement chal-
lenges. The Alaska Area Specimen Bank is Alaska Native con-
trolled. Located in Anchorage on the Alaska Native Health
Campus, the bank is managed by the Alaska Native Tribal
Health Consortium (ANTHC). Nine tribal health organiza-
tions make up the ANTHC. During the last 50 years of bio-
medical research, tribal people served by these health orga-
nizations have contributed nearly a half million specimens to
the bank (CDC 2009). To access specimens, investigators must
present research plans in communities whose samples they
want to access. After securing community approval for new
research, the Alaska area Indian Health Service (IHS) IRB
must also grant its consent for research on bank specimens
(Terry Powell, “Genomics, Tribes, and Indigenous Peoples”
workshop 2008).38 The bank is housed in a Centers for Disease
Control (CDC) facility as part of a longtime cooperative re-
search arrangement. Together, tribal health leaders and the
CDC developed bank policies and procedures to maximize
health benefits to Alaska Natives from any research conducted
with samples while protecting their privacy (CDC 2009).

A second mechanism for tribal control of biological samples
is the DNA on loan concept developed by geneticist Laura
Arbour and Canadian Institutes of Health Research (CIHR)
official Doris Cook (Arbour and Cook 2006). “DNA on loan”
means simply that a researcher is considered only a temporary
steward of blood and tissues he/she accepts for research. The
community or individual retains ownership and control over

38. The workshop funded by the National Science Foundation and
hosted by ASU’s law school and its American Indian Policy Institute,
November 6–7, 2008, consisted of conversations and strategizing about
indigenous genomics and representation, sovereignty, and property. Par-
ticipants in addition to the authors included legal scholars and practi-
tioners Philip (Sam) Deloria (American Indian College Fund), Nadja
Kanellopoulou (Oxford), Pilar Ossorio (Wisconsin), Brett Lee Shelton,
and Rebecca Tsosie (ASU Law); science studies scholars Paul Oldham
and Brian Wynne (Lancaster University, UK); geneticists Laura Arbour
(University of British Columbia) and Nanibaa’ Garrison (Stanford); and
Native American IRB expert Terry Powell (Alaska Area Indian Health
Service). The workshop was the first in a series of meetings and related
projects that will explore opportunities for expanding indigenous gov-
ernance of genomic research.

the future handling and uses of the samples (Arbour and Cook
2006:155; Couzin-Frankel 2010:1218). The researcher cannot
conduct secondary research on the samples without first se-
curing consent for the new research. Anonymized samples,
too, are retained as the property of community and individual
donors. As long as written consent is obtained stipulating that
the samples are “on loan,” legal adherence by researchers is
required. This model encourages researchers to maintain reg-
ular communication and ongoing relationships with com-
munities if they want to make use of samples as new questions
and technologies of investigation arise. This is opposed to the
“helicopter research” that indigenous peoples lament in which
researchers drop in for samples and then leave, never to be
heard from again. The DNA on loan concept is the default
property arrangement promoted by the CIHR in their
“Guidelines for Health Research Involving Aboriginal Peo-
ple.”39

Changing the Cultures of Genomics and Property

These and other promising legal models are being investigated
by others. However, we contend that for legal institutions to
undertake such change, scientific institutions will have to
adopt more inclusive cultural frameworks in their governance
of genomic and other research. The work cannot be left only
to tribal IRBs and to the courts.

In collaboration with an interdisciplinary group of schol-
ars,40 we have suggested the need to develop an international
research network and clearing house that could do some or
all of the following to facilitate the creation and adoption of
more “intercultural” frameworks.41 Ideas include promoting
both indigenous and international governance of genomic
research by using the United Nations Declaration of the Rights
of Indigenous Peoples as a baseline governance principle for
governance of genomic research (United Nations 2007).42 Our
group also suggests the international sharing of model codes
and contracts,43 some crafted for use in the United States but
revised for potential use among non-U.S. indigenes.44 We also
think it is important to highlight the work of critical scientists
who are developing new approaches to sampling and genetic
resource governance such as the DNA on loan concept and

39. See http://www.cihr-irsc.gc.ca/e/29134.html (accessed June 9,
2011).

40. See n. 38 for names of collaborating scholars.
41. Genomics, Governance, and Indigenous Peoples Workshop,

Tempe, Arizona State University College Law, November 6–7, 2008
(http://cnr.berkeley.edu/tallbear/workshop/index.html [accessed June 9,
2011]). For a description of this workshop, see http://cnr.berkeley.edu/
tallbear/workshop/participants.html (accessed June 9, 2011).

42. Article 31 of this declaration specifies indigenous peoples’ right to
control and protect various cultural resources and “human and genetic
resources” (United Nations 2007).

43. See American Indian Law Center (1999) and Indigenous Peoples
Council on Biocolonialism (2000) for such models.

44. See http://indigenousgenomicsgovernance.org/ (accessed June 9,
2011).

http://www.cihr-irsc.gc.ca/e/29134.html
http://cnr.berkeley.edu/tallbear/workshop/index.html
http://cnr.berkeley.edu/tallbear/workshop/participants.html
http://cnr.berkeley.edu/tallbear/workshop/participants.html
http://indigenousgenomicsgovernance.org/
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the tribally controlled biobank. In particular, we want to call
attention to emerging research in which scientists are rethink-
ing their research questions such that they reflect not only a
“European” view of historical events (including genomic
events) and values about which knowledge is important to
produce but also which address a broader array of stand-
points, thus resulting in a broader array of “truths.”45

Another avenue of change is supporting educational and
advocacy initiatives with national and international scientific
associations in which changes are suggested to professional
ethics guidelines and curricula. This can make disciplines
more responsive in their research and teaching to differing
concepts of property and relationships to knowledge. Federal
funding agencies can also be targeted. We take inspiration
from the CIHR guidelines that are “contractual” and “vol-
untarily assumed by the researcher in return for the funding
provided by CIHR.” Among other directives, the guidelines
instruct researchers to respect not only aboriginal “world-
views” as those pertain to notions of collectivism and sa-
credness of knowledge and specimens but also to respect ab-
original jurisdiction over research, precisely the collaborative
move that Tsosie calls for.46

Supporting and creating these (inter)national and inter-
cultural networks and initiatives can help facilitate changing
the culture of human genomics and biological anthropology
such that it is the norm to recognize and respond to the
power relations at play in these vital areas of research. It is
through making these changes that we may begin to address
the “heavy legacy” of whiteness as a form of property that
both law and science have inherited and move the fields of
biological anthropology and genetics from antiracial to an-
tiracist futures.
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Old Bones, New Powers

by Jean-François Véran

In the 2006 Wenner-Gren symposium volume edited by Ribeiro and Escobar and titled World Anthropologies:
Disciplinary Transformations in Systems of Power, the central question focused on the ways in which cultural an-
thropology was being challenged and reshaped by “transformations within systems of power.” In this essay, I will
explore two propositions: first, that the question can usefully be reversed to examine how the anthropological field
is itself a key transformer of those systems of power; and second, that the idea of “world anthropologies” presented
in Ribeiro and Escobar can be challenged by expanding it to biological anthropology. In doing so, I suggest that
the stimulating pluralization of scientific production can be combined with the (re)construction of a shared world
anthropology.

When George Herbert, fifth Lord of Carnarvon, announced
the discovery of the tomb of Tutankhamen in 1922, he ne-
gotiated an exclusive agreement with the Times of London to
break the story. The local Egyptian media could not even
cover the event. In 2010, the results of the analysis of Tut-
ankhamen’s DNA were announced by Zahi Hawass, the head
of the Egyptian Department of Antiquities of Cairo. Nowa-
days, only the Supreme Council of his department is em-
powered to communicate archaeological discoveries in Egypt,
even when these findings are the result of work by foreign
teams, and systematic publications have to be made in Arabic.
Silencing decades of Western scientific speculation over the
pharaoh’s death, Hawass was handing back to the Egyptians
the right to talk on their own about their own history.

However, the “truth” about the pharaoh’s death was not
that easy to repatriate. In an overwhelmingly Muslim country,
the cosmology and polytheism of ancient Egypt have consti-
tuted serious obstacles to the celebration of the past. But the
main difficulty was the strong popular reluctance to submit
Tutankhamen’s mummy to DNA analysis. Hawass had to
proceed with great care. That is why he created in April 2007
and June 2009 two laboratories dedicated to the study of
ancient DNA led only by Egyptian researchers. The fear was
that DNA samples analyzed abroad by foreign scientists would
be manipulated so that a Jewish origin could be attributed to
the pharaohs. This fear was itself based on previous attempts
by some Egyptologists to equate the figure of Akhenaton—
promoter of a form of monotheism—with that of Moses.

This story is about a new balance of power where former
colonized people repatriate not only mummies, artifacts,
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bones, and symbols but also the right to produce knowledge
of their own about their own history and their own legacies.
But the story also suggests something else, that this new dis-
tribution of scientific authority does not obliterate the relation
between knowledge and power. This is particularly true for
physical/biological anthropology. Given the profound en-
gagement of the discipline with former colonial enterprises
and with colonial systems, the issues of power raised now in
a new rebalanced anthropology mirror those that guided the
discipline earlier.

In the 2006 Wenner-Gren volume edited by Gustavo Ri-
beiro and Arturo Escobar and titled World Anthropologies:
Disciplinary Transformations in Systems of Power (Ribeiro and
Escobar 2006), the central question focused on the ways in
which cultural anthropology was being challenged and re-
shaped by “transformations within systems of power.” Our
work at the meeting at Teresópolis raised related questions
regarding physical/biological anthropology. In this essay, I will
explore two propositions: first, that the question can usefully
be reversed to examine how the anthropological field is itself
a key transformer of those systems of power; and second, that
the idea of “world anthropologies” presented in Ribeiro and
Escobar (2006) can be challenged by expanding it to biological
anthropology. In doing so, I suggest that the stimulating plu-
ralization of scientific production can be combined with the
(re)construction of a shared world anthropology.

From Raciology to New Physical/Biological
Anthropology

In a famous article, Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak (1988) raises
the question, can the subaltern speak? She studies the practice
of sati—that is, when a widow immolates herself by publicly
throwing herself on the funeral pyre of her husband in a
ritualized way—in India’s colonial history. While many na-
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tive, colonial, and scientific meanings have been produced to
justify, condemn, or explain sati, Spivak shows that the
women themselves have been denied the meaning of their
own death. They remain voiceless. Subalternism is then con-
ceptualized as the dialectic position of those reduced to a
voiceless or silenced body.

The history of resistance to slavery has shown that one
option left when one cannot speak is to deny others the use
of one’s body by committing suicide. An expression widely
known in the Americas to refer to that practice was that the
slaves “swallowed their tongues,” and sometimes it was lit-
erally the case (Bammer 1994). Some would also consume
clay and dirt, a practice historians have linked to West Africa,
which could lead to disease and death.1 Obviously, suicide
was not the only form of resistance, and often, from Haiti to
India, colonized people did find ways to raise a collective
voice. The point is that from the French “Black Code” defining
slaves as “furniture” to the Brazilian legislation defining them
as “items of property which come in the order of goods, with
no will nor legal personality,” slavery has been probably the
most radical of the many attempts through modern history
to reduce people to bodies that cannot speak.

Physical anthropologists, among others, used these bodies,
dead or alive, to produce the knowledge confirming that they
were indeed inferior and primitive. That is, when the bodies
finally spoke, it was through the voice of science, and this
science confirmed that the beings that carried these bodies
could not say much anyway. Physical anthropologists were
what Donna Haraway (1988) has called the ventriloquists, the
ones who made the mute and silenced bodies of those being
controlled speak about natural order. Just as the non-Greeks
were barbarians—as Lévi-Strauss (1987 [1952]) suggested,
“barbarous etymologically refers to the confusion and inar-
ticulation of birdsongs, opposed to the significant value of
human language” (19)—so, too, centuries later physical an-
thropologists could scientifically explain why the primitives
were these “runners behind in the field of civilization” de-
scribed by Fouillée (1905). In a scientific domain obsessed by
the “facial angle” (roughly the angle of the line from the nose
to the forehead with the horizontal line formed by the jaw),
de Gobineau (1853) situated Negroes between the whites and
the monkeys. Based on the assumption that there was a nar-
row relationship between the development of intelligence and
brain size, Paul Broca (1861) explained why some races were
indeed inferior to others. Inspired by him, his followers
tracked the precocious suture of the cranial box, a detail used
to suggest that Negroes had a lower brain volume.

Eventually, eugenics would add its share to the demon-
stration of inferiority. The polygenic theory proposed that
human races descend from different biological species. Cer-

1. The medical anthropologist Dennis Frate, while noting that the
consumption of dirt can lead to disease, suggests that slaves were more
likely to be dying of malnutrition (http://www.nytimes.com/1984/02/13/
us/southern-practice-of-eating-dirt-shows-signs-of-waning.html).

tain that human ability was hereditary, Francis Galton (1869)
invented and defended eugenics as a way to preserve and
improve superior races. In sum, from anthropometry to se-
rology and craniology to morphology, physical anthropology’s
early agenda reflected a hypothesis of global biological de-
terminism—namely, race—that would explain origins, evo-
lution, and even morals or cultural diversity. The quest for
this biological determinism was of course rooted in the pos-
itivist episteme that hard sciences provided hard facts. The
anthropologists were indeed committed to give evidence with
a consistency proportional to the sophisticated anthropo-
metric techniques they developed. However, raciology had a
much stronger political force. As the Teresópolis Wenner-Gren
conference showed in a clear-cut way, from Norway to Ger-
many, Portugal to Brazil, and Japan to the United States,
scientists have been required—and committed themselves—
to conform to the political dreams of nation or empire. An-
thropological evidence of purity could be used to suggest a
glorious past. A nation’s pure ascendancy could be invoked
to explain ancestry, war, eugenics, or colonialism, and experts
in physical anthropology were often caught in the tautology
of confirming by nature what men were doing by politics. To
some extent, one might wonder whether the spectacular shift
within anthropology after World War II from biological to
cultural determinism did not proceed from the symmetric
projection of the same tautology. Anyway, let us remember
that physical/biological anthropology does bear a heavy re-
sponsibility for having produced a raciology that scientifically
endorses the division of humanity into biologically distinct
varieties unequal in their cultural performance and pro-
foundly alien to one another. In sum, it is through anthro-
pology that dominated bodies produced racial narratives, that
is, evidence of their own inferiority and the legitimacy that
justified their domination.

Of course, biological anthropology has changed a great deal
in recent decades. After the ideology of race fed into nation-
alism and imperialism, proving to be the most disastrous
combination possible, and in the ruins of war, philosophy
wondered whether man could still think after Auschwitz. It
was a challenge that led anthropologists to rethink its para-
digms for the study of man. Franz Boas’s early-twentieth-
century four-field approach—which brought together in a
single frame physical anthropology, linguistics, archaeology,
and cultural anthropology—already questioned the relevance
of anthropometrics, stressed the weak heuristics of race or
the dead ends of social Darwinism, and went beyond the
predicaments of cultural evolution by theorizing “cultural rel-
ativism.” Already in the thirties, Europe had gone through a
similar transformation of the field, as the racial-typological
approach lost ground both to a “new” physical/biological an-
thropology addressing the question of evolution in a more
independent way and to social anthropology or ethnology.
After World War II, the discipline was quite ready to welcome
the evolutionary synthesis started in 1936 and first presented
in 1942 by Julian Huxley in Evolution: The Modern Synthesis
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(1942). It is noticeable that in over 400 pages, Huxley’s book
does not include or mention anthropology’s relevance to the
field of evolution. Not even once is Franz Boas mentioned.
Huxley’s synthesis does stress the importance of field studies
with real human populations, and his agenda clearly calls for
a unification of several branches of biology, including genetics,
cytology, botany, morphology, ecology, and paleontology. But
no mention is made whatsoever of anthropology and its an-
thropometry or craniology, these scientific practices being
clearly relegated to the prehistory of science. Nevertheless, the
evolutionary synthesis became a foundational intellectual
event for the “new physical anthropology” as proposed by
Sherwood Washburn in his 1951 report (Washburn 1951).
The discipline “must change its ways of doing things to con-
form with the implications of modern evolutionary theory”
(Washburn 1951:303), Washburn proposed. And so it did in
many ways, from Washburn’s functional adaptive complex to
modern genetics and human biology to molecular anthro-
pology. The discipline is now committed to strong ethical
codes (see Turner 2012) and is all the more eager to claim
its ideological independence, given that its epistemic legiti-
macy has suffered so much from political involvement in the
past.

Old Bones, New Powers

The eagerness to defend and give actual consistency to the
old/new frontier has had consequences for the discipline itself.
Deeply concerned to distance itself from its dubious past and
regain its epistemic legitimacy, biological anthropology has
been tempted to promptly bury in the collective fosse of “bad
science” those of its ancestors that have become undesirable.
But the voices of the former subalterns, claiming their own
ancestors whose remains were stored as museum collections
or objects of scientific study, keep the old anthropology in
play. It has been impossible to bury this past, and it has
become obvious that in spite of claims about its scientific
irrelevance, the heritage of raciology cannot simply be dis-
missed, at least in its political consequences and continuities.

This brings us back to the Tutankhamen story and more
globally to the repatriation issue that has reconfigured many
constituted collections. As shown by Ribeiro and Escobar, a
new balance of power is being produced, and the “hard ev-
idences” of yesterday—the bones, skulls, and blood samples—
are perceived in ways that mirror the political and colonial
dynamics that were implicated in their original collection in
the field. Each skull, each bone “coming home” has a forceful
symbolic efficiency. Using Bruno Latour’s (1999) expression,
they constitute a “parliament of things” redefining ethics,
rules of power, and even laws of empowerment.

This is what the Native American Graves Protection and
Repatriation Act of 1990 is about, as the American Indians
and Native Alaskans are recognized as having “the right to
determine the destiny of their ancestral remains.” The Na-
tional Museum of Australia has responded to similar legis-

lation, passed in 1996, involving the ancestral human remains
and secret and sacred objects that have been returned to Ab-
original and Torres Strait Islander people. New Zealand has
a repatriation program called Karanga Aotearoa, literally “the
call from homeland.” From Indonesia to Mexico, Peru to
Norway, and Paris to Bamako, repatriation issues multiply
and bring unrest to the well-ordered universe of museums,
biobanks, and archives.

This “call from homeland” cannot of course be reduced to
an issue of power politics. That would be disregarding the
deep identity, symbolic, and moral issues involved as much
as the genuine concerns for a more ethical science. But it is
at least as much about the situation and the process as it is
about the objects themselves. The meanings of the remains
might sometimes (unsystematically) reflect local cosmologies
or myths or a traditional order. They are, however, always
resignified dialectically and densified until saturation, with
issues of recognition, legitimacy, powers of all kind, and even
sometimes instrumental reason and “business as usual.” This
is why in spite of some museums’ strong voluntarism and
commitment to repatriation, tensions and conflicts still even-
tually arise. This is what happened, for example, with the
repatriation by the Smithsonian Institute of the brain of Ishi,
known as the last Yahi Indian. Facing critics for alleged in-
sensitivity and slow process, the Smithsonian had to defend
itself and prove its goodwill. This is also what occurred with
the Kennewick Man case, where a U.S. federal court had to
settle that the remains would be handed over to scientists
before their restitution: some communities have not hesitated
to push their rights and advantage in cases with rather im-
probable kinship and to provoke a clash with a sometimes
skeptical scientific community. That is, in a very Maussian
perspective, an object restituted too easily looses its trans-
actional value and unloads the eventually useful political
charge it contains. Ethical voluntarism can indeed be per-
ceived as a new form of paternalism depriving the groups
involved of a fair and perhaps desired (necessary?) confron-
tation. Political correctness is sometimes regarded as coun-
terproductive to the outbursts of a necessary conflict. This
dynamic configures some kind of a paradox. On the one hand,
the scientific community has never been so committed to
ethically aware practices, as a guarantee that past mistakes
can finally be left behind, the pages turned, the book closed.
On the other hand, some ethnic groups have never been so
eager to keep the book open and the pages visible, for this is
exactly where the margins of negotiation are drawn and re-
corded at present.

This redefining balance of power brings turmoil within
anthropology itself as a discipline. The question goes way
beyond the loss of collections and the difficulties of getting
access to new data. Dislocating collections inevitably brings
back the question of how they were constituted and what they
were constituted for. It is memory work. Let us recall that
sepultures of the Sami people were systematically collected in
Norway for museographic collections until the 1920s as part
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of a search for a specific racial theory (Kyllingstad 2012).
Indeed, yesterday’s theories have been criticized, and the col-
lections, when not considered useless for modern research,
have been resignified. But the collections are still there in one
way or another, and they are not “just” still there. Every single
collection is the empirical version of a categorical theory. Even
kept as the historic testimony of an erroneous past, they still
at the very least rely on the implicit epistemic that things can
and must be ordered, or better, reordered, and this time in
the right way. As Jonathan Friedman (2008:32) remembered,
“the basic idea of museum is to impose an order to the world,
the question is the one of the limits of this world.” These
limits are precisely what is being challenged. As the paper of
Ann Kakaliouras (2012) in this volume nicely shows, repa-
triation in itself is limited in transforming anthropology’s
relationship to indigenous people because of its object-ori-
ented ontological premises. That is, even with the strongest
ethical care and deontological commitment, biological an-
thropology still aims at an ever more problematic objectifi-
cation of man. Indeed, it is not one or another specific an-
thropological object, method, or theory that is being
challenged here. It is the very idea that there is a logic of the
anthropos and that it is reducible to scientific objectification.
This is what Samuel Sidibé (2008:39), director of the National
Museum of Mali, expresses: “Today, the question must be
posed this way: how observed societies have the right to in-
tervene in how they are observed. . . . I think this position
of observing others is no longer acceptable.”

The sentence “observing others is no longer acceptable”
captures the vertiginous challenge that anthropology has been
facing over the last 20 years. “Observing others” was exactly
the core project of the discipline. Concretely, every single
anthropologist, physical/biological alike, knows exactly what
this means: access to the field is from now on negotiated; it
is submitted to all kind of restrictions, legal or informal; it is
instrumentalized in all possible ways; and collections are re-
patriated piece by piece or are impossible to constitute. Sci-
entists travel the world, not in search of the perfect “case”
study but of the mildest legislative regulations and the easiest
access to data. The data produced by the researcher now have
to compete with all sorts of other narratives, such as “oral
memories,” not to mention “self” or “organic” anthropolo-
gies. Indeed, in this context, just “observing” is impossible,
and the “others” of the Malinowskian golden ages do not
exist anymore as such. Have they ever existed?

Of course, these multiple resistances come from emerging
subjects willing to dismiss the “white masks” (Fanon 1952),
the “orientalisms” (Saı̈d 1978), the “ideology of tribalism”
(Mafeje 1970), the “ethnophilosophies” (Houtondji 1977),
and the other “invention of Africa” (Mudimbe 1988) that
past anthropologies have forced on them. Concomitantly,
competing perceptions and readings of the world, once con-
sidered mere superstitions, are now rehabilitated and equated
in value to occidental science by postmodern multicultural-
ism. Inspired by the poststructuralist call for a necessary de-

construction of logocentrism (Derrida 1979), let us remember
here the vast and fascinating debates in postcolonial literature
on the existence of a specific African scientificity (Diop 1960),
rationality, or philosophy that would be based on alternative
epistemic premises. Indeed, reluctance to engage in academic
objectification is not only a claim for irreducibility. It ex-
presses sometimes the need to “provincialize Europe” (Chak-
rabarty 2000) and occidental science and to locate it thor-
oughly among other systems of access to reality.

Through the negotiation of “old bones,” new powers are
emerging exactly where they were once denied. Yesterday’s
dominated were reduced to a silenced body. It is notably
through the remains of these bodies that their descendants
gain voice today. The symbolic continuum, indeed, is very
powerful. The restitution controversies now question the lim-
its of these new powers. Are the epistemic foundations of
physical/biological anthropology soluble in the existential,
symbolic, and political resistance to objectification? In a pro-
vocative way, the question would then be, can physical/bio-
logical anthropology still speak? A quick first answer is that
in spite of the “revolution of the observed,” the anthropo-
logical discourse is still very present outside the academic field,
in society, within public policies, and even on key geopolitical
issues.

New Bones, Old Powers

Our thesis is that if access to fieldwork and data has become
so tenuous, it is not only for self-affirmation and ethical rea-
sons but also above all because anthropology as a whole is
just as power related as it was before. As Amselle (2001)
showed in a study on Africa, anthropologists were historically
so close to the colonial administration that they were some-
times the same individuals, doing the dual work of “recog-
nizing” one or other supposed ethnic groups and then spec-
ifying the administrative frontiers and rules by which these
supposed ethnic groups were to be incorporated in the em-
pire. In Brazil, today’s anthropologists recognize on a monthly
basis the ethnogenesis of new indigenous people or “discover”
new quilombos (runaway slave communities’ descendants)
and are mandated by state agencies to delimit legally their
territory (Véran 2003). Yesterday, “racial” and ethnic differ-
ences were the main justifications for domination, special
rights, and unequal treatment. Today, these same differences
are celebrated as necessary for “ethnodiversity” in a globalized
world, and they give access to special rights and differentiated
treatment. What was discriminated against yesterday is “af-
firmed” today, but in both cases, whether biological or cul-
tural, the anthropologist is a key actor. Just as in the past, he
or she often appears as the interpreter of symbolic orders
proving the “authenticity” of an indigenous claim, the truth
teller about a grave or a bone, the expert at delimiting a
territory, the certificate giver of autochthony or kinship. In
Latin America, “anthropological expertise” has become the
greatest counterpower for agribusiness, real estate projects,
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and dam construction to a point that some anthropologists
have been offered payments to write counteranthropological
reports that would conclude that such or such community is
not indigenous or quilombola. Istoé (2008), a Brazilian weekly
magazine, has gone so far as to denounce the “anthropological
piracy” of national land. A joke circulates in Latin America
that the economists once were in power, but they lost it to
the anthropologists. Finally, let us remember in the U.S. con-
text the Human Terrain System, which embeds anthropolo-
gists with combat brigades in Iraq. The idea is to produce a
“Human Terrain Mapping” system to understand the local
populations. Indeed, in a changing balance of power, an-
thropology might be challenged on its epistemic ground, but
it is definitely reaffirmed in its historical power of speaking
of the others—looking at them—with all political conse-
quences attached.

This observation sheds a different light on why so many
power issues are being built through negotiating access to the
field and repatriation of remains. We shall now examine three
elements in order to try to understand this continuity of the
power of anthropology itself.

Objectively, let us remember that the paradigms, objects,
and methods of physical/biological anthropology might have
changed, but the discipline’s central questions still focus on
human origins, evolution, and human variation. These ques-
tions were at the very core of nation building in the nineteenth
and twentieth centuries, when the “imagined communities”
of nations were configured through ideas about blood, race,
and destiny (Anderson 1991 [1983]). In a world of changing
frontiers and powers, new forms of political organization
crave answers to the same questions. At least from a narrative
and ideological perspective, origin, ethnic difference, and cul-
tural specificity are the exact categories required for political
recognition of an “ethnic,” “autochthonous,” or “traditional”
community/people/group. If I may be provocative, it is puz-
zling how in scaling down from nations to ethnic groups,
modern anthropology has reshaped the discourse: ideology
has become “myth of origins” or “system of belief”; race
shifted to “ethnicity” or “population”; political separatism is
now “preservation of diversity”; and domination, hierarchy,
and hegemony have gained a semantic lifting as they became
“counteracculturative” forms of resistance in a globalized
world. From the land reform of South Africa to the one of
Mozambique, from the redefinition of citizenship in Cam-
eroon to that of Ivory Coast, from “rebecoming Indian” to
“rebecoming African” in the Americas, groups of all kinds in
the world get recognition by “self-affirmation” of an ontology,
a distinction, and a destiny. That is, the fundamental an-
thropological question still holds as the key issue for the social
and political organization of man. From the nineteenth cen-
tury to the twenty-first century, there is of course a difference
in scale. Against the excesses of nations and nationalisms are
now promoted “minority,” “autochthonous,” “traditional,”
and “ethnic” groups of all kinds. But to use Lévi-Strauss’s
(1991:134) structuralist apparatus, this movement from ma-

jority ruling to minority rights configures a transformation
group involuting around the same structural invariants: on-
tology, race, and destiny. Of course, this transformation group
has also gained a new polarity: the justifications for yesterday’s
domination (�) has now become the legitimacy for democ-
racy (�). The question is, if, as we know, the anthropological
discourse on race and nation was ideologically saturated yes-
terday, how is it today on ethnicity and multiculturalism? I
will suggest later that biological and cultural anthropology
have dealt with that question in very different ways. Let us
for now register that anthropology does speak a lot to the
new balance of power builders.

The second argument to account for the persisting power
of the discipline consists of inverting the restitution issue. It
is not only about what anthropology took from “them” but
also about what “they” took from both physical and cultural
anthropology. The discipline indeed revoked some categories,
resemanticized others, and eventually shifted from biological
to cultural variables. But these categories have crossed over
from the academic field and keep on signifying and organizing
perception and reality outside the revised anthropological
world. The strongest example is race. Based on modern ge-
netics, there is (almost) an academic agreement now that the
category is not heuristic to account for human variability.
Still, race is overwhelmingly present as a popular belief, still
produces racism, organizes state statistics as it does in the
United States, and even determines public policies.

This “persistence of race” (Fry 2005) is not an atavism of
the past. The category is on the contrary gaining force and
influence at (re)organizing social conflict, politics, and poli-
cies in the globalized world. It is rather symptomatic that
social scientists in twenty-first-century France, where the use
of racial category is prohibited by the first article of the con-
stitution, now question whether or not there is a shift “from
the social question to the racial question” (Fassin and Fassin
2009).2 At the same moment, Brazilian intellectuals denounce
the “racialization” of the state and the “dangerous divisions”
it produces (Fry and Maggie 2007), while others successfully
promote a “status for racial equality.”3 Indeed, the political
uses of race are usually justified in the postmodern way in-
dicated by the social sciences: race is a social construction,
exists as such, and produces real consequences that require
pragmatic solutions. However, it is important to remember
with Bourdieu (1980) not to confound the theoretical reason
with the practical sense. Concretely, this means that it would
be a major sociologism to conclude that race is really perceived
as a social construction in its popular uses. Race is rather a
synthesizer combining in multiple and changing ways bio-
logical and cultural elements to qualify human differences.
As such, race does involve some kind of popular comparative

2. The thesis is that social conflictuality in contemporary France is
less organized along the class line and more along the racial/ethnic line.

3. For details, see http://www.cedine.rj.gov.br/legisla/federais/
Estatuto_da_Igualdade_Racial_Novo.pdf.

http://www.seppir.gov.br/Lei%2012.288%20-%20Estatuto%20da%20Igualdade%20Racial.pdf
http://www.seppir.gov.br/Lei%2012.288%20-%20Estatuto%20da%20Igualdade%20Racial.pdf
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anatomy and genetics closer to the “old” than to the “new”
physical anthropology. As shown by Peter Wade, it still con-
tains notions of blood, sperm, and corporal substances in a
somewhat naturalized conception, and it is not consistent
with what social scientists objectify as “social construction”
(Wade 2002).

“Ethnicity” is another notable example. Invented as a tool
for describing a specific form of social organization, the con-
cept has gone through the same deconstruction process, from
early essentialism to perspectivism, as did “race” within the
academic field (Barth 1969). However, in the meantime, and
just like race, “ethnicity” has gone through a large popular-
ization process to such an extent that it is now a native cat-
egory. In this process, it is clear that it has regained the sub-
stantialism that Frederik Barth so strongly argued against. The
same demonstration could be done with “symbol,” “identity,”
“myth,” and even “culture.”

The debate is to what extent the native uses of anthro-
pological categories relate to a “self-anthropology,” “strategic
essentialism” (Spivak 1987), the ultimate conquest of reflexive
modernity, a form of counteracculturative resistance, or
whichever combination. Of course the local uses of anthro-
pology are made through adaptation, transformation, and re-
signification. However, the self-revindicated and promoted
“traditional peoples” tend to have a more traditional con-
ception of anthropology than current anthropology itself. One
reason is that their recognition is conditioned to the perfect
matching with the criteria produced by legislators, themselves
embedded in a rather essentialist conception of biocultural
difference. Anthropology has changed, but neither the locals
nor the NGOs nor the political institutions really care. The
Indians have to be Indians, and the anthropologists have to
be the kind of anthropologist who certifies how genuinely
Indian they are. Rather ironically, the natives have become
the guardians, the memory holders, of the solid categories by
which they were recognized and controlled in the first place.
They hold a mirror in which most anthropologists do not
recognize their discipline anymore but are still asked to rec-
ognize how native the natives are. This is why so many young
anthropologists who participate in land demarcations or pro-
vide expertise on the indigenous, autochthonous, or tradi-
tional communities have this strong sensation of discomfort:
they know how reified and instrumentalized is the material
they have to work with. But they still do the job, for they
know that as long as the natives are stuck in political otherness
in terms of land access and rights, anthropology is stuck with
its old categories. The anthropologists, too, are traveling back
with the bones and restituted remains.

In sum, the persisting power of anthropology also derives
from this strange and paradoxical dialogue between its ana-
lytical categories and their popularization and its past and its
present. In an international context where “diversity” has be-
come the key paradigm for power redistribution and legiti-
mation, the world has never been so anthropological. After
centuries of domination, in a context that finally recognizes

the value of minorities and traditional peoples, who wants to
hear that tribes were partly a colonial invention (Amselle
2001), that race does not exist, and that there is no such thing
as a substantial identity? The globalized world needs to be
reenchanted, and anthropologists are called to be among the
first reenchanters. However, even adapted to modernity and
multicultural democracy, even legitimized by the pragmatism
of reverse discrimination, categories such as “race” or “ethnic”
do carry, as Ricardo Ventura Santos has nicely remarked in
the Teresópolis conference, the signatures of “old” anthro-
pology. Signatures cannot be revoked. They empower. They
also create responsibility.

The third argument to account for the persisting power of
the discipline is more specific to biological anthropology,
though not exclusively. The negotiating force of the natives
seems directly proportional to the substantiality of the at-
tributes they bring into the negotiation. The reason is that,
as we know, new powers imply the production of a new
symbolic order. By definition, a symbol requires a materiality
to carry its immateriality. So the new anthropological world
mentioned above requires an intense process of materializa-
tion. As already mentioned, bones and remains constitute
powerful materialities when the important issue of ancestry
is politically linked to rights and property. The notion of
“immaterial patrimony,” now present in many constitutions
worldwide, has been so forceful because it ends by bringing
some kind of materiality—at least a certificate—allowing the
symbolic empowerment of daily life practices (e.g., a cooking
recipe, a traditional remedy). The “problem” with the anti-
reification posture of modern anthropology is that it offers
very little grounds for materialization. How does one build
power with the idea that identity is relational and situational?
How does one delimitate a territory with a deconstructive
conception of ethnicity? The misunderstanding can be deep,
between the “soft” conception of anthropology as mere in-
terpretative discourse and the natives’ need for hard facts
providing convincing arguments for rights access.

That is why biological anthropology eventually appears to
be more resourceful than, say, the situational concept of “self-
affirmation.” Moreover, it is precisely because the interpre-
tative shift of cultural anthropology led to a critique of sub-
stantialism that biological anthropology is sometimes used by
ethnic/racial activists as a counterargument to redensify the
categories and the discourse. By this logic, a bone is a bone.
The harder the evidence, the stronger the arguments. Paul
Gilroy tells how, facing the growing resemanticization of race
from biology to social construction, militants borrowed from
early physical anthropology the thesis of a biological deter-
minism of culture (Gilroy 2000). Melanin was presented as
the key explainer for an African sense of rhythm. Diseases
prevalent in black populations, such as falciform anemia, were
held as proof both for a racial differentialism and a racist
discrimination in health access. In Brazil, DNA sequencing
has turned out to be a powerful element in the debate over
race. It is used by the geneticists who fight against racial laws
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to prove the biological nonexistence of race. But it is also
used to sustain the classical mestiça (mixed-race) thesis of the
Brazilian people. BBC Brazil organized a large DNA testing
of famous Brazilian black personalities. A polemic arose when
a young Olympic sportswoman was identified as over 50%
white in her genetic origins. In the meantime, black activists
make intense use of DNA testing as a way to reconnect genetic
origins with a cultural matrix and social roots. A “solid” ar-
gument was furnished by mitochondrial DNA sequencing of
a representative sample of the population: because in Brazil
the average mitochondrial DNA is predominantly of African
origins, this would prove that intermixing originated from
the large-scale rape of the African woman.

The power of biological anthropology relies on its capacity
to provide hard evidence in key contemporary political issues
such as origins, ancestry, anteriority, restitution claims, ob-
jective biological differentiations, or the impact of racism on
human growth. This power is all the stronger in that it is
reversible. It can potentially play against the natives’ narratives
or claims for anteriority and restitution. The popular fear for
the misuses of Tutankhamen’s DNA is directly proportional
to the power that genetics is believed to have in “proving”
ontologies against mythologies. What if Tutankhamen’s DNA
revealed Jewish origins? What if a local myth of origins does
not matches the scientific mapping of migratory fluxes? What
if “they” decode Jesus? What if the discovery of a new skull
challenges the idea of African origins of man? Precisely at a
moment when former subalterns are entitled and encouraged
to speak on behalf of themselves and tell about their origins,
ancestors, and differences, DNA might silence them again by
establishing a harder truth on top of native representations.
Of course, from a sociological perspective, social reality and
scientific truth are two ways to access reality. They can interact
and cross, but they keep a relative independence one from
another. DNA has no immediate or self-evident meaning and
has proved to be rather tautological in its political uses. That
is, like ideas about race and biological difference in the nine-
teenth century, it can be mobilized as a certifier for a specific
ideology and ignored when it plays against it. However, in its
social uses, biological anthropology does appear as a way to
counterbalance the mainstream perspectivism of cultural an-
thropology. It is hard bones against floating concepts. A new
biopower appears all the more potentially strong in that it
relies on negotiated (unquestionable) ethics, independence,
and accuracy.

I would suggest that biological anthropology is caught in
a paradox. As the former subalterns speak, the epistemic foun-
dations of object-oriented science are often denounced as no
longer “acceptable.” But this rejection is less on behalf of
alternative epistemologies than on behalf of an anthropolog-
ical world in which scientific objects are still also political
subjects in quest of emancipation. Because of this lasting po-
litical density, it would be counterproductive to call off the
agenda and dismiss the field. Indeed, biological anthropology
is not soluble in some tropical sadness of natives’ transfor-

mation into postmoderns or in a metropolitan blues of col-
lections going home, marking the end of an adventure. The
fact is that Indians, ethnics, autochthonous themselves, have
proved not to be soluble in late modernity. On the contrary,
from ethnogenesis to domestic ethnicities, from new racial-
izations to the mainstream celebration of diversity, the twenty-
first century is turning out to be a rather ethnic century. In
this multiculturalist world, new actors multiply on behalf of
claimed differences often presented as ontological, ancestral,
or substantial.

If it is true that physical anthropology got caught yesterday
in the political excesses of raciology, the question is now to
what extent the sacralization of diversities of all kinds does
not fall into the political excesses of culturalism. The conflicts
were once national; they are now “cultural,” “between civi-
lizations,” or “ethnic.” But just as in the past, facing a growing
competition of identities and political claims, groups seek
solid frontiers to secure their space. That is where biological
anthropology might be brought back to its original premises.
Facing the resurging quests for biological proofs of political
ideologies, the field is forced to question its old/new frontier.
There is no doubt that outside the small circle of its com-
munity, biological anthropology is still perceived in the strict
continuum of its past, at least in terms of power. After all,
has the episteme changed that much? The discipline might
dismiss/repatriate old collections, but it still constitutes new
collections based on new categorical theories. The tension is
blatant: new powers are emerging through the negotiation of
old bones, but old powers are being confirmed by the con-
stitution of new collections and technical devices. The fact
that these new collections are ethically inflected, co-consti-
tuted, geographically bounded to their sites of origin, or
shared does not change the fact that power is still associated
with the process of classification, collection, and storage. My
claim is not about assuming a never-ending past. It is about
resisting the political balances and rebalances, uses and abuses,
and resolving whether or not there is still an anthropos, a
logos, and an anthropology.

Toward a World-Reunified Anthropology?

The argument so far can be reduced to a simple proposition:
thinking from Ribeiro and Escobar’s conceptualization of
“world anthropologies,” it is not only about disciplinary trans-
formations within systems of power but also about how the
world’s rebalancing of the discipline contributes to the trans-
formations of the systems of power themselves. Precisely
whether within its classical academic bounds or exploring a-
centered rhizomic reterritorializations, this is once more an
anthropological world where the legitimacy for political or-
ganization is still sought in some kind of anthropos’s logic: a
biocultural determinism, a code, an ontology or origin, a
destiny or an evolution, a race, regardless of how it is rese-
manticized by political correctness. That is what the world-
wide diffusion of identity or ethnoracial politics expresses;
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even though looking bottom-up, politicized ethnicities are
more a means for basic rights and access than a fight for
identity itself. Let us in fact remember here that traditionalism
has indeed little to do with tradition (Bouju 1996) and that
the consciousness of identity is not exactly identity anymore
(Béji 1997). Anyway, in this dynamic, yesterday’s social Dar-
winism is now replaced by new mutations produced by the
same analogy between nature and culture: symptomatically,
because biodiversity was proven to be the key to life, then
ethnodiversity appears now to be the key to human organi-
zation. So multiculturalism has to be the definite answer to
mature democracy. This is not to neglect the importance of
current works on biocultural coevolution. I am just suggesting
that political communities may still be objectively “imagined,”
but they still do try to “prove themselves” on solid substantial
elements produced by whichever combined culturalizations
of nature and naturalizations of culture. So, in a pluralized,
multifocal, “diverse,” emerging world, anthropology as the
science of man’s diversity is definitely called to be a witness,
a provider of proof and evidence. And anywhere in the world
there will be anthropologists committed to situational sub-
stantialism, if not out of theoretical convictions at least on
behalf of political pragmatism. As a famous Brazilian an-
thropologist told me, “the day has not come when a com-
mitted anthropologist will refuse to attribute a certificate of
indigeneity.”

Finally, Ribeiro and Escobar (2006) are perfectly right when
they call for “pluralizing the existing visions of anthropology”
(6), as long as we do not fall into a somewhat naive—or
optimistic—spatial determinism. If we do rehistoricize the
field, as they rightfully suggest, we will surely find out that
the decentering process of anthropology did not systematically
generate plural anthropologies. On the contrary, in spite of
the multiple postcolonial explorations of what could be al-
ternative epistemologies, the results have sometimes been the
reaffirmation of the most classical and substantial premises
of the field. “Identity” and “otherness,” even from multiple
locations, are still mostly captured within what Derrida (1978
[1966]) called “the determination of being as presence” (278)
and still saturated by the obsession of ontology. Likewise, I
can surely agree on the necessity to “provincialize” Europe as
long as the old ideas of “center” and “capital” are not im-
bedded within the concept. And let us not be disingenuous.
It is not only about an everlasting “coloniality” that would
impeach the former subalterns to really speak on their own.
It is also because new powers are being negotiated through
old bones along with old concepts from old anthropology.

What I am trying to suggest is that the biggest task of the
field is, within its ethic-aware scientific practice, to fully and
appropriately address—this time—the political uses and mis-
uses of the concepts it has contributed to create. Obviously,
this agenda is nothing new. Biological and cultural anthro-
pology have been dealing with it for the past three decades,
but in two different ways. Cultural anthropology has gone
through a steady epistemic crisis deriving from a vast decon-

struction of the field’s own ethnocentrism. This crisis has been
partially resolved by integrating within anthropology itself the
relativist matrix that the discipline applied so far to the natives
and by making perspectivism a “native” category of the field
itself. A radical conclusion would be (and sometimes is) that
as there is a diversity of cultures, there is a diversity of an-
thropologies. The “interpretative shift,” for example, helpfully
downgrades the epistemic status of ethnological narrative by
rereading it as a metanarrative. But to what extent would a
radical metainterpretation of anthropology lead to misinter-
preting the political claims for pluralism? Are not these claims
co-constructed by anthropologists inclusive? And therefore
do not they fully integrate interpretation in the building pro-
cess of shared situations and meanings? The “Interstitial Per-
spective” (Bhabha 1994) of post-postcolonialist anthropology
is everything but a radical perspectivism and rather calls for
a shared “hybrid” epistemology than for fragmentation. From
the Council for the Development of Social Science Research
in Africa work exploring hybrid and new forms of cosmo-
politism between classical universalism and relativism (Hou-
tondji 2007) to the new generation of Indian’s subaltern stud-
ies, the former “subalterns” tend to indicate that relativist
essentialism is being left behind, if not in the political world
at least in parts of the academy. As raised by Achille Mbembe
(1999), the point now is to address the challenge of inter-
nationalization by “getting out of the ghetto.” But again, is
mainstream anthropology hearing them all the way? Cultural
and minority studies confound at times the necessary plu-
ralization of the objects with a—so far—merely rhetorical
pluralization of objectification itself. By doing so, they fall
into some kind of “anthropologism,” confusing analytical cat-
egories with substantial reality. If it is true that yesterday’s
ethnology “invented” African tribalism, to what extend is
some of today’s ethnology not inventing modern ethnicities?
And after the colonial anthropology of tribalism, does the
field also have to invent the tribalization of anthropology as
a ritual of affliction to pay off its political debts and deal with
its bad consciousness? As a result, most new generations of
students are “lost in translation,” seem to confuse different
points of view with different views of the point, and wonder
whether anthropology still has an object. The problem is that
while cultural anthropology indigenizes relativism, the former
natives indigenize academic essentialism. In a world where
bones and identities are politically saturated, my suggestion
is that responsibility begins with epistemic steadiness.

Epistemic steadiness is exactly what is claimed by “new”
physical anthropology/biological anthropology. Since Wash-
burn’s manifesto, the field seems to escape from the crises
that roiled its cultural counterpart. Indeed, most of the dis-
cussants at the Wenner-Gren conference seemed to agree that
there was no crisis at all. As a fact, looking at numbers, bi-
ological anthropology appears dynamic, prospective, and ever
more collaborative within multidisciplinary contexts not to
mention its prominent role in the infatuation with DNA talk
and mass-market genomic testing. The question is, as the
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restitution issue is now making manifest, how much longer
can the field pretend to respond to political claims by technical
and ethical concerns? Could we be witnessing a kind of shell
game where ever more sophisticated technical norms are being
constructed as an answer to ever more politicized claims?

I shall argue that by not fully confronting issues of power,
biological anthropology is at risk of a multiform new posi-
tivism. Indeed, many biological anthropologists have moved
resolutely toward the “hard” sciences of the biological labo-
ratory, where the agenda of anthropology as a whole can seem
remote and even irrelevant, and the new positivism can fa-
cilitate that distance. Past mistakes, from this perspective, can
be addressed through technical details that finally establish
the real truth. The vague and uninterrogated suggestion that
biological anthropology has been “wrong for so long that
we’re now well situated to know that we’re right” is politically
convenient in some ways and scientifically comforting. The
new positivism might also take the form of policing the
boundaries: some kinds of anthropology are one side of the
line, and others are safely in the “hard” sciences, where epis-
temological status is not ambiguous. This new positivism sets
up a circumstance in which biological anthropologists can
disregard the current turmoil in social anthropology. The de-
bates of those concerned with politics and power and with
the sociopolitical embeddedness of science production and
uses can be tuned out in the laboratory. A third form of
neopositivism would consist in “hiding” behind the prag-
matism of human biology, claiming the status of an exclusively
applied practice, and therefore forgetting to scale up to the
anthropos question. In this construction, biological anthro-
pology is biology by another name. This pragmatic biological
anthropology would be deviant in Merton’s sense of ritualism
(Merton 1968 [1949]), which involves strict respect for the
scientific means of knowledge production with a simultaneous
failure to address the larger questions of the field. There are,
then, many ways that biological anthropology can turn to
science and practical results in order to turn away from and
avoid the crisis.

Conclusion

In sum, the power issue ends up bringing cultural and bio-
logical anthropology together in a dialectic tension that is part
of the performance of a global irresolution on the epistemic
status of the discipline. In the new multiculturalist order,
cultural anthropology is so eager to avoid all accusations of
positivism that it risks renouncing any claims to explain any-
thing. Symmetrically (and the symmetry here is not trivial),
biological anthropology is so willing to build positively on
technical capabilities that it risks reperforming the past mis-
takes as it focuses on bypassing the risk of positivism.

Whether by default or by excess, this epistemic irresolution
has a consequence. The field is animated by political agendas
just when it should be possible finally to learn from the past
centuries that these political agendas are a central part of its

original sin. That the political agenda is now committed to
pluralist democracy and minority right is less relevant than
it might seem. The argument is reversible: if “race,” “eth-
nicity,” and “identity” can be “strategic” for pluralizing pow-
ers in a democratic frame, they also feed all sorts of funda-
mentalisms and “tyrannies of identities” (Béji 1997). Indeed,
in the “ethnic market,” many competing local groups take
from the “soft” situational conception of ethnicity the notion
that “auto-recognition,” “auto-affirmation,” and even “self-
esteem” are worthwhile community projects. Then, they take
from the “hard” evidences of bones, skin, and blood the
“proofs” to reconstitute an essentialist backbone. So the ques-
tions are, is anthropology soluble in the political urges for
multiculturalism, and has not “cognitive pluralism” always
been constitutive of the discipline? Or do we really need to
proclaim along with the necessary dissemination of knowledge
production that knowledge is only relatively and situationally
acknowledgeable? Is not relativity even admitted within
“hard” sciences?

This irresolution needs to be faced. But for that to happen,
the two branches of the field need to face each other in a
more systematic and integrative way. “Useless intellectualism”
on one side, “heresy” on the other: is it not true that images
of reciprocal representation are not always flattering? Getting
rid of clichés, we might find that cultural anthropology can
deal with its issues by actively helping biological anthropology
resolve its own. For example, social anthropology as a dis-
cipline can undertake the work of showing, even in the “new”
scientific order, that a bone is not exactly just a bone. It can
participate in the work of remembering that classifications
and categories are “moods” and “tones” (in the words of the
nineteenth-century semiotician Charles S. Pierce) rather than
the products of objective observation alone. It can play an
active role in guiding political interpretations and social uses
of technical data and in making it clear that DNA ancestrality
does not “prove” any identity and does not account for hu-
man cultural diversity. Symmetrically, biological anthropology
can help mitigate the excesses of culturalism and relativism
by demonstrating what Pálsson (2012) called the “biosocial
relations of production” and holding tight to the irreducibility
of human evolution to cultural revolutions. Human biology
is a fundamental resource for the demonstration that the
political ideology of race and all sorts of social essentialisms
produce real biological consequences on human growth and
health, as in Noel Cameron’s project in South Africa. Finally,
biological anthropologists can become a part of dissolving the
obsession of ontology in the biological reality of global dis-
semination.

Finally, if I were to point at a message that a more coherent
and steady anthropological discipline could in theory deliver,
it is precisely that its scientific question does not necessarily
bear any political signification. The questions of origin, evo-
lution, and variation of the human species, biologically and
culturally, the anthropos-logic, is indeed fascinating and sci-
entifically fundamental. But they do not imply that the so-
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ciopolitical organization of man is or should be determined
by skin tones or by cultural moods.
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a África austral. Rio de Janeiro: Civilização Brasileira.

Fry, Peter, and Yvonne Maggie, eds. 2007. Divisões perigosas: polı́ticas raciais
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Lévi-Strauss, Claude. 1987 (1952). Race et histoire. Paris: Gallimard.
———. 1991. Histoire de lynx. Paris: Plon.
Mafeje, Archie. 1970. The ideology of tribalism. Journal of Modern African

Studies 9(2):253–261.
Mbembe, Achille. 1999. Getting out of the ghetto: the challenge of interna-

tionalization. CODESRIA Bulletin 3/4:3.
Merton, Robert K. 1968 (1949). Social theory and social structure. New York:

Free Press.
Mudimbe, Valentin Y. 1988. The invention of Africa: philosophy and the order

of knowledge. Bloomington: Indiana University Press.
Pálsson, Gı́sli. 2012. Decode me! anthropology and personal genomics. Current

Anthropology 53(suppl. 5):S185–S195.
Ribeiro, Gustavo L., and Arturo Escobar. 2006. World anthropologies: dis-

ciplinary transformations in systems of power. In World anthropologies:
disciplinary transformations in systems of power. Gustavo L. Ribeiro and
Arturo Escobar, eds. Pp. 1–25. Oxford: Berg.

Saı̈d, Edward. 1978. Orientalism. New York: Pantheon.
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Studying Mandela’s Children: Human Biology
in Post-Apartheid South Africa

An Interview with Noel Cameron

by Joanna Radin and Noel Cameron

In this interview, human biologist Noel Cameron reflects on his work on child growth and development in post-
apartheid South Africa. The conversation focuses in particular on Cameron’s involvement with a cohort study called
Birth to Twenty, which sought to determine the health impacts of apartheid on black children born in the year
Nelson Mandela became president. Cameron considers the extent to which human population biology can contribute
to the creation of new and potentially improved health realities for marginalized communities in the Global South.

For over 20 years, human biologist Noel Cameron has studied
child growth and development in South Africa. He coordi-
nated an ambitious longitudinal study now known as Birth
to Twenty, which followed a cohort of children born around
the time Nelson Mandela was elected president (fig. 1). During
the Wenner-Gren symposium “The Biological Anthropology
of Modern Human Populations: World Histories, National
Styles, and International Networks”—organized by Susan Lin-
dee and Ricardo Ventura Santos and held in Teresópolis, Bra-
zil, in 2010—Cameron’s reflections on his involvement in this
post-apartheid project highlighted the role that anthropolog-
ical interventions can play in documenting the violence of
oppressive regimes and providing information crucial for rec-
tifying injustice. Most striking to workshop participants was
his observation that while old anthropometric techniques had
certainly been used to enforce racial segregation, those same
techniques could be used to demonstrate how apartheid’s
consequences persisted in the bodies of black South African
children. It was agreed that a focused discussion of Cameron’s
interventions in South Africa would be a dynamic comple-
ment to the international perspectives on biological anthro-
pology included in this supplement. Joanna Radin, a doctoral
candidate in history of science with interests in postwar hu-
man biology, conducted the interview on April 21, 2010, at

Joanna Radin is a Doctoral Candidate in History and Sociology of
Science at the University of Pennsylvania (249 South 36th Street,
Cohen Hall, Suite 303, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania 19104, U.S.A.
[jradin@sas.upenn.edu]). Noel Cameron is Professor at the Human
Biology Research Center, School of Sport, Exercise and Health
Sciences, Loughborough University (Loughborough LE11 3TU,
United Kingdom [n.cameron@lboro.ac.uk]). This paper was
submitted 27 X 10, accepted 30 VIII 11, and electronically published
27 II 12.

Princeton University, where Cameron was then visiting as
professor of public and international affairs.

Radin: Let’s start with an intellectual biography: how did
you become interested in doing human biology work?

Cameron: In 1967 I was doing an initial degree majoring
in sports science. My second academic interest was biology,
and at Loughborough University in the UK, where I was an
undergraduate, I studied the relatively new subject of “human
biology.” Human biology covered a lot of areas that interested
me: anatomy, physiology, and, in applied anatomy and phys-
iology, the role of exercise. We also learned about human
growth and development. When I finished that bachelor’s
degree in 1971, I wanted to continue studying human biology.
So I applied for a masters degree that, uniquely, was being
offered at Loughborough, and I was accepted to start in Oc-
tober 1972. My master’s thesis investigated how 17-hydroxy-
corticosteroids were released when stressed by whole-body
vibration, such as that experienced by astronauts—so nothing
really to do with human growth and development. However,
one day my supervisor, Dr. Peter Jones, asked if I wanted to
work with Professor James Tanner in London, who was look-
ing for a research assistant. It was a wonderful opportunity
because I’d read all of Tanner’s work, I’d studied skeletal
maturity, and now I actually had the opportunity to work
with the guru.

James Tanner is one of the world’s leading experts on hu-
man growth and development. His name is synonymous with
the assessment of human growth and puberty, which is as-
sessed using the eponymous method called “Tanner Scales.”
His landmark publication was Growth at Adolescence (Tanner
1955), which for the first time synthesized the research un-
dertaken, primarily in the United States, between 1920 and
1950 into a volume that dealt specifically with the biology of
human growth during adolescence. By the early 1970s he was
globally recognized as the European, if not the world, expert
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Figure 1. Birth to Twenty participants waiting for their regular assessment in 1998. These assessments were made at school and
involved both anthropometric measurement and questionnaires (copyright Noel Cameron).

on human growth. Tanner’s Department of Growth and De-
velopment at London University’s Institute of Child Health
was a mecca for scientists and pediatricians who wished to
study both the normal and abnormal growth of children.

Radin: What do you think drove you to want to pursue
these interests? Was it your background as an athlete?

Cameron: I’d always had an interest in biology. I had a
teacher in high school, Trefor Jones, who sparked my imag-
ination both in terms of sport and science. He loved the fact
that I was captain of the school rugby team on Saturday
afternoon, was acting as a lead in the school play on Saturday
evening, and was in his biology class on Monday morning—
enjoying it all. It seemed very natural that I should continue
with this link.

The Tanner connection arose out of that initial course of
human biology. I guess there was a link between the fact that
I was doing sports science and a lot of sports science is about
physical activity in children. There was that interest in how
kids get better in terms of doing exercise, and so human
growth was quite involved with that. Looking back, I think
there was a logical progression from doing sports science to
doing a master’s in human biology to joining Tanner’s de-
partment to doing human growth and development work to
doing what I do now.

Radin: In the introduction to your 2002 edited volume,
Human Growth and Development [Cameron 2002], you ref-
erenced your desire to put theory into practice, a theme that
emerged early in your career. I wanted to get you to talk about

how you wound up in South Africa and how that was in-
formed by this desire to put theory into practice.

Cameron: Working in James Tanner’s lab was quite an
experience. Nowadays we tend to work in labs that are fairly
specific in terms of being primarily concerned with molecular,
biological, behavioral, or clinical sciences. But Tanner’s lab at
that time was a collection of about 40 scientists who were
looking at all of these aspects, at the whole spectrum of human
growth and development.

It was a multifaceted department that exposed me to the
full breadth of human growth from behavior to biochemistry
to endocrinology to statistical analysis and the analysis of
human variation to dealing with growth disorders. And I was
allowed, and expected, to be involved in all aspects of it. The
clinical work involved the analysis of the growth of children
presenting at the growth disorder clinics. I would do a com-
plete growth workup for Tanner and his clinical colleagues,
and after they had arrived at a diagnosis and treatment was
initiated, my job was to follow up with repeat assessments
and predictions.

From 1976 to 1983 I was also teaching a course on human
growth to biological anthropology students at Cambridge
University and working in London at the Institute of Child
Health with scientists, clinicians, and community health
workers in child health from developing countries. It was
wonderful exposure for me to work with these scientists from
all over the world. I would talk to them about how to set up
growth studies and nutrition studies in their countries, which
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were mostly developing countries, and I hadn’t been to one
(apart from Wales!).

After completing my PhD in 1977, I stayed with Tanner
for another 6 years. I decided then that I knew a lot of the
theory and some of the practice, particularly with regard to
growth disorders, but here I was telling people how to do
growth studies in South Africa, or wherever, and the basis of
my advice was almost all theoretical.

I had often talked about putting my knowledge where my
mouth was; to actually work in a developing country and find
out firsthand what it was like to undertake research in these
circumstances. I was therefore looking for a country that
would provide that experience, and for a whole variety of
reasons I ended up in South Africa.

Radin: Can you enumerate a few of those reasons, at least
what you think the most important ones were?

Cameron: I hadn’t been thinking of South Africa as a
destination. But a position opened with Phillip Tobias, who
is a famous biological anthropologist. He was the successor
to Raymond Dart, who had become internationally renowned
in the 1920s for finding the Taung child—the fossil of Aus-
tralopithecus africanus that became known as “the missing
link.” Tobias had been a student of Dart and eventually be-
came his successor as head of the Department of Anatomy
at the University of Witwatersrand in Johannesburg. Phillip
Tobias had developed an undergraduate course in human
biology and wanted a human biologist to take it over. Given
the absence of suitably qualified people in South Africa, he
had contacted his colleagues internationally and thus spread
his search to Europe. Tanner maintained that I was the “first
human biologist” because I was the first student that had
come through my graduate studies with him as a dedicated
human biologist.

But of course this was a time of high apartheid, and I
thought, what’s being done with blacks in South Africa? Prob-
ably very little, but let me find out. So I started reading
around, and indeed there had been almost a total absence of
work on black children in South Africa. Blacks in South Africa
had suffered from 40-odd years of legalized segregation. It
was a story waiting to be told.

I went down to Johannesburg for a week in 1983 to find
out whether I’d be able to work there. Would I be able to get
into the townships; would I be able to approach black children
and get information, do the studies I wanted to do; were there
facilities that would allow me to analyze such data? Would I
be allowed to publish?

And, of course, many people said they wouldn’t go to South
Africa because if you went there you were supporting apart-
heid. There were academic sanctions to prevent South African
scientists from talking about what was going on. It was felt
that merely by having a South African scientist in the room
you were in some way supporting apartheid. So a decision
to go and work there was one you had to take terribly carefully.

Radin: Were there people that explicitly advised you against
it?

Cameron: Yes. But as a scientist interested in what I was
interested in, I could only have achieved anything from inside
the country, actually doing studies of human growth and
development, identifying states of undernutrition, identifying
the legacy of apartheid in terms of child health and growth.
And by pinpointing areas where things could be done to
improve infant and child health, one could improve human
capital. You can only do that from inside the country.

In the week I was in South Africa, I got major reassurances
from Tobias that “over his dead body” would anybody prevent
me from publishing. So I decided to go for 3 years. I took
the flight the evening of January 1, 1984.

Radin: And 1984 was also the year you published your
book on methods that grew out of the Cambridge lectures
[Cameron 1984]. In that moment, you’d drawn together a
lot of informal knowledge around human growth and mea-
surement and started to codify it.

Cameron: There had been no manuscript which had dealt
specifically with how to measure children, none. There were
manuscripts in anthropology on how to measure adults, but
there were no measurement protocols for children. Tanner
asked me to write a chapter for a compendium of three vol-
umes that he and Frank Falkner edited called Human Growth,
which came out in 1978 [Falkner and Tanner 1978]. I ex-
panded the chapter into a book published in 1984, when I
was in South Africa, in fact.

Radin: At this point it seems you had moved to another
level of seeing how these methods could be used in a very
different kind of context.

Cameron: The studies we had done were studies of normal
UK children. I hadn’t had the opportunity to apply those
methods in a developing-country scenario with children who
were more extreme in terms of their health and well-being.
Within 2 years of going to South Africa, I had started two
longitudinal studies, both in rural areas, one in a place called
Ubombo in Natal, which is now KwaZulu-Natal, the other
one near the Botswana border on a farm in a place called
Vaalwater. At the time nothing significant on the growth and
health of rural children had come out of South Africa, par-
ticularly on farm children. It was known that farm workers
were, relatively speaking, badly treated. They were, to all in-
tents and purposes, indentured slaves. They didn’t earn
enough to be able to leave, although they were paid according
to a government-agreed amount that was pitifully small. This
was an opportunity to get these baseline data about what was
happening with rural children.

The contrast for me was dramatic; I’d been working in a
center of excellence and sophistication in the Institute for
Child Health in London, and a year later here I was sitting
on top of a hill in South Africa measuring African children
who were small and suffered from chronic levels of malnu-
trition, undernutrition, which nobody had documented.

Radin: And so what was the path from these initial rural
studies to the Birth to Ten cohort study?

Cameron: By the time I’d been there a year, I knew I was
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going to be staying longer than 3 years because there were so
many things that were crying out to be done and that I felt
I could do with the skills and knowledge that I had. Other
scientists in South Africa in the field of community health
were pleased to see me because they knew Tanner’s work
intimately. They described me as a “thoroughbred” from an
excellent stable and were keen to suggest potential studies and
ask for advice.

I was young and arrogant, and toward the end of 1986 I
wrote to the president of the Medical Research Council
[MRC], the equivalent to the head of the U.S. NIH [National
Institutes of Health], and said that he really ought to give me
a research assistant. I informed him that I was the only person
doing human growth research in this way and the research
would be fundamentally important in terms of child health,
particularly as the country comes out of apartheid. By the
late 1980s, it was obvious things were changing rapidly. The
laws that had kept people apart, such as the mixed marriage
laws, were being ignored.

Radin: So petty apartheid was starting to break down, and
there was a growing social movement that allowed you to
productively intervene?

Cameron: Exactly that—petty apartheid was breaking
down, but “grand apartheid,” of course, was still there. I
thought that my research was fundamentally important in
monitoring the effects of sociopolitical change. With regard
to my letter to the Medical Research Council, I didn’t hear
anything apart from an acknowledgment that the letter had
been received. Then in February 1987, Phillip Tobias, who
was five doors down the corridor, asked me to see him. He
told me that the MRC president [Professor Andries Brink]
was coming up to Pretoria for a meeting and wanted to stop
in Johannesburg for a meeting with Tobias and me! I was very
concerned that Professor Brink was not pleased about re-
ceiving an unsolicited letter from this young upstart!

Radin: You didn’t know what the reaction was going to
be.

Cameron: Hell no! I thought I was going to get rapped
over the knuckles! Research in South Africa was very hier-
archical. The president of the Medical Research Council was
in charge of all the medical research funding in the country
and was thus extremely powerful.

So, I was surprised when Andries Brink told me that the
Medical Research Council recognized clearly that the country
was going through dramatic change. Urbanization was part
of that change, and they were concerned they did not have
any information about child health in urban areas. He said
that they appreciated that human growth was a core area. He
invited me to initiate a study that the MRC would support
to investigate child health in urban environments and intro-
duced me to the MRC epidemiologist, Dr. Derek Yach.

Radin: They wanted you to collaborate with an epidemi-
ologist?

Cameron: Yes, Derek Yach was the epidemiologist for the
Medical Research Council. He and I immediately decided we

would undertake a birth cohort study, based in Soweto. So-
weto is literally the SOuthWEst TOwnship, 25 km to the
southwest of Johannesburg. We wanted to get children at birth
and follow them through to adulthood and learn about them,
their mothers, and their families and what was happening in
terms of maternal and child health in Soweto. We wanted a
representative sample of both black children from Soweto and
white children from Johannesburg. We very quickly got to-
gether with Lucy Wagstaff, who was professor of community
pediatrics at Baragwanath Hospital in Soweto.

Radin: As you’re narrating the story about doing this
growth study paired with an epidemiologist and a pediatri-
cian, can you draw out what you brought as an anthropol-
ogist?

Cameron: It’s a question that comes up even now. I con-
stantly find myself in competition, certainly for research fund-
ing, with epidemiologists rather than being in concert with
them. In the “Born in Bradford” study I’m involved with now
[http://www.borninbradford.nhs.uk], the head of the scien-
tific research committee is an epidemiologist. When this birth
cohort study was being set up, she and I would debate from
epidemiological and biological standpoints. Epidemiologists
want to do things on a global scale. They need samples of
tens of thousands in order to study disease. We, on the other
hand, as biologists interested in human growth, want powered
samples in which we can determine “normal.” So the differ-
ences between us are that epidemiologists, and of course pe-
diatricians, are interested in the “abnormal.” They’re inter-
ested in the disease state or in the unwell, abnormal child.
Human population biologists’ major tool is specificity,
whereas the epidemiologist and pediatrician’s major tool is
sensitivity, statistically speaking. The debate between us is that
I want a powered sample from which I’m going to get my
normal data; they want a sample of thousands from which
they’re going to be able to measure everything; things we
know and things we don’t know. It’s a very different research
design scenario. What has happened a lot in the history of
birth cohort studies is that you end up with a design in which
a large sample of individuals are assessed at specific points
like birth, 5 years when they start school, and maybe 10 years
just prior to puberty. But a small subset of 1,000 or 2,000 or
3,000 children are then followed much more closely. In the
Bradford study we ended up compromising in that we en-
rolled about 15,000 and we’re closely following 1,000.

Radin: That’s very interesting.
Cameron: Yes, terribly interesting, but because I want nor-

mality and she wants to look at all the things that go toward
disease state, in the party of myself and the epidemiologist
and the pediatrician, we were bringing different things to the
table. In the Birth to Ten study, Lucy Wagstaff was bringing
an intimate knowledge of the health of children, and partic-
ularly babies, in Soweto—and she’d been dealing with them
for 20 or 30 years. Not only did she know the babies and
their mothers, she also knew how the health system operated
in Soweto, which was very different from the way it operated

http://www.borninbradford.nhs.uk
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in Johannesburg. Derek brought this completely global epi-
demiological approach. And he knew how to deal with the
Medical Research Council; who to talk to in order to get
things done.

Radin: And you were where?
Cameron: I was the chairman, and apart from keeping

those two together, my job was making sure we had a viable
study. In terms of what we were going to study, what mea-
surements we were going to take, what assessments we were
going to do, how often we were going to do them in terms
of the research design itself, I was the one doing that. We
were all absolutely fundamentally important within that sce-
nario.

At a time of major social upheaval, three white people
deciding they’re going to do a growth study in Soweto was
impossible. You couldn’t decide you were going to do a
growth study in Soweto unless the community representa-
tive—the head of their health service—agreed. Lucy Wagstaff
arranged a meeting with the three of us and the head of
Soweto Health in a clinic in “deep Soweto” to meet this man.
We arrived at the place, which had a security fence sur-
mounted by barbed wire around it. We’d agreed beforehand
that Derek would be the spokesperson, and Lucy and I would
nod and be supportive. He ultimately granted us approval to
do the study by the simple act of offering us a drink of
schnapps—at 10:30 am. This was a surprise to us all but not
to be refused if we wanted our study!

Now of course things would be terribly different, but at
that time he wielded enormous power. The way in which
health was run in Johannesburg and Soweto was totally dif-
ferent as a result of separate amenities. In Soweto there were
13 clinics and one computer that dealt with maternal and
child health for a population the same size as Johannesburg,
in which there were 67 clinics and almost as many computers!

Radin: Getting this man’s approval was a critical com-
ponent for beginning the process of engaging social partici-
pation.

Cameron: It was getting permission to even approach an
idea of doing this. The study was going to be based in Bara-
gwanath Hospital, which is the biggest hospital that serves
the black community in Soweto. We could get data from
whites, Asians, and the colored community at different hos-
pitals. Word spread by mouth with regard to the fact that
Birth to Ten had been approved. At the time, people did not
believe you could do a study like this. There’d only been one
other birth cohort study done in Africa, in East Africa, in
Kenya.

Radin: So “people” being scientists in South Africa or just
in general?

Cameron: Scientists, community health workers, and ac-
ademics. When we started to develop the idea of a birth cohort
study, we knew that there was no way myself, Lucy, and Derek
could do it on our own. I wanted to build a team composed
of experts in different areas. I wanted to sell the study to other
groups like community health departments. Time and again,

I was told “You’ve got no chance. This is not going to happen.
It’s not going to work. Either you won’t get the mothers to
volunteer, or you won’t collect the data, and you certainly
won’t keep it together for very long because the [sociopolit-
ical] situation’s too volatile.”

Radin: What made you keep going?
Cameron: Ebullience. This was fundamentally important.

I don’t know if Derek and Lucy felt this, but I did—that this
was fundamentally important in terms of describing the hu-
man condition with regard to the township. It was certainly
important in defining a baseline of the legacy of what had
happened over the previous 40 years. It was too important
not to do, and at no point did I ever think that I wouldn’t
do it . . . even when we started, when we didn’t have any
substantial financial support for the study.

Radin: So who did fund this study?
Cameron: Anybody I could persuade to release money.

The Medical Research Council, of course, had funded from
the beginning. The Anglo-American Corporation had a chair-
man’s fund for the uplift of black people. I met with the
chairman and got almost matched funding. I also got funding
in kind. For instance, I attended a Sunday lunch one day, and
one of the other guests owned the local franchise for Kentucky
Fried Chicken. As a result, the first vehicle we got to transport
mothers to the research centers had a big sign on the side
saying “Kentucky Fried Chicken—Colonel Sanders supports
the Birth to Ten birth cohort.” It didn’t last long—we only
used it for two weeks and then it got carjacked at gunpoint
inside Baragwanath Hospital! But we got anything we could.

Radin: What was the evidence that as apartheid ended the
cities were going to be flooded with people?

Cameron: There was this 3.5% urbanization rate from the
latest census, which meant there were going to be 14 million
people coming into urban areas by 2000, and Soweto was one
of the biggest urban areas with shanty towns both within it
and around the outside of it. And yes, people were going to
be migrating at the rate of knots, and we had to have some
baselines, we had to know what was going on. We had to be
able to quantify, as it were, the legacy of apartheid.

Radin: What techniques did you need to innovate in order
to deal with the circumstances of being in Soweto and getting
people to come back and participate?

Cameron: That was the most difficult part of what we did.
The methods of assessment were the same as they’d be any-
where else. But the methods that created and sustained lon-
gitudinality were the result of a learning experience because
this had never been done in this environment. These were
moms living throughout Soweto and throughout Johannes-
burg, and we had to get to them. We organized through the
community health system and well-baby clinics through the
fact that the moms visited the clinics and that the community
health nurses were on board with us, and if the mom didn’t
come, the community health nurse would find the mom.
Looking back 20 years later, I’m not 100% convinced that at
that time the moms knew what a longitudinal study was or
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even saw themselves as being part of a cohort of mothers
with infants who were going to be seen for X amount of time.

Radin: How was the study explained to them and by
whom?

Cameron: The moms came for a checkup at the antenatal
clinics in the hospital. There would always be a queue in
South Africa, particularly for health care, particularly amongst
black people when there weren’t enough doctors. And the
queues would last for hours. So moms were only too happy
that you sat down and talked to them. Not that I would sit
down of course because I was a white English male and it
would be totally inappropriate. But we had black female re-
searchers who would explain the study to them in their own
language.

Radin: So these were other community health workers?
Cameron: We tried to get retired community health nurses.

They were the grandmothers who’d worked in community
health all their lives, who knew everybody. We got about a
75% enrollment at that time from eligible moms. In later
years we were able to see children who were born within the
time frame we were working in who clearly should have been
part of the cohort and who we’d missed or their moms had
initially said no. We had a window of really about 5 to 6
weeks to obtain the sample; that timing was based on pilot
studies to look at birth rates and seasonal variation.

Radin: And this was during the period Mandela was freed
from prison, right?

Cameron: He was released on February 11, 1990. And we
started on April 23, 1990, so we colloquially use this expres-
sion “Mandela’s children” to talk about these kids who were
the first generation in a post-apartheid South Africa. You
can’t, in any way, diminish the importance of the fact that
this was a post-apartheid world. The way in which one felt,
thought, talked, and worked was very different after Mandela’s
release.

Radin: What would a typical visit, a typical kind of session
be with a mother say bringing her child in maybe at 5 years?
What kinds of measurements and examinations would be
done?

Cameron: There’d be all the standard growth measure-
ments like length, height, and some skinfold measurements,
and the circumferences of their head and the . . .

Radin: So traditional anthropometric techniques.
Cameron: Traditional anthropometric—I mean taken

from my clinical work in England and now applied to these
children—the standard measurements to assess the changing
morphology of a child. There’d also be a questionnaire from
which we’d ask the mother about social circumstances, which
we would then translate to socioeconomic status. There were
questions about illness and also about the social environment
in which the family lived—the number of people who lived
in the household, how many rooms in the house [see Richter
et al. 2007]. Importantly, this would be done each time the
mom came so we had an estimate of what things were dy-
namic within her life and what things weren’t. I had been

concerned that people only measured socioeconomic status
at one point in time and used the same variables, whether
individually or in the form of indices, to describe socioeco-
nomic status or social class. You’ve got to move away from
social class to socioeconomic status so you’re talking about
what is functional and dynamic within an individual’s life.

Radin: Do you think this was your perspective coming out
of biological anthropology? What do you think made you
focus on this?

Cameron: I think my experience in longitudinal research
projects was the primary driving force, the fact that time-
series analysis tells you that there are very few environmental
factors that have a continuous and constant effect on a bi-
ological process, particularly one as plastic as human growth.
But it wasn’t just me who was realizing that cross-sectional
assessments of social class within a longitudinal model were
inappropriate. There were departments of social sciences in
all the universities in South Africa who clearly knew this was
inappropriate. But my issue was that social class changes. The
way in which these variables interact changes so that maternal
education is recognized as being a major variable that impacts
the health of infants. It affects how long she breast-feeds and
what sort of food she gives the child, whether the child gets
immunized, levels of hygiene, how she takes on board the
health messages that are thrown at her all the time. But by
the time the child gets to 5 years, it’s not about maternal
education; now it’s about how much money there is in the
family to devote to keeping the child in a situation in which
he can stay at school and so on. And so now economy be-
comes the most important variable.

Radin: I’m starting to get a feel for the complexity of the
study. I remember you said at the Wenner-Gren conference
that you tried to get people to feel like it was their study as
well. At what stages did that message start being explicit, and
how did you and your colleagues encourage that kind of sense
of ownership and participation in the study?

Cameron: I left South Africa in 1997. I’d been there a
decade since the initial discussion with the president of the
MRC, Andries Brink, and by now Birth to Ten was a big
study. We had over 4,000 children, and because it was clearly
working, everybody wanted to get on board. The Medical
Research Council was giving major backing. It was viewed as
a cornerstone of what the South Africa Medical Research
Council was trying to achieve, to demonstrate that they hadn’t
been dragging their feet toward the end of apartheid but
actually had been working toward post-apartheid South Af-
rica. It was used very much as a political tool. But the work
was still getting done, that was the important thing. And I
was leaving the study to go to the UK, which opened up a
whole new avenue of funding because I could apply as a UK-
based scientist for funding that linked me with a developing-
country scientist. And so a whole raft of funding from the
Wellcome Trust became available. Some of the biggest medical
grants that South Africa had came directly from that asso-
ciation and continue to do so.
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Figure 2. Birth to Ten logo associated with the study from 1990
to 1998. The design of the logo was chosen by mothers of par-
ticipants (copyright Birth to Twenty).

In 2000–2001 we appointed a project manager, Dr. Shane
Norris, who was a lecturer in the Department of Physiology
with strong links with Professor John Pettifor, chair of the
Department of Pediatrics at Baragwanath Hospital. Shane was
excellent, and he’d learned very quickly about how to manage
the study. He was also very good at public relations. He re-
alized that for the study to keep going and to keep our attrition
rate minimal, we had to get the participants to take ownership.

Radin: As the children themselves were becoming adoles-
cents.

Cameron: Exactly. So we had to get them to take ownership
of the study.

Radin: Can you talk about what he developed in order to
do that?

Cameron: We were doing talks, we were having meetings
in Soweto, public meetings, in which we’d talk about what
was going on and what we were doing and the sort of results
we were getting. But he got into developing newspapers.

Radin: Like a newsletter?
Cameron: A newsletter, yes, that would go out to the kids.

He developed a Web site, and we changed the logos com-
pletely, so now they were three hip adolescent kids as the
focus. The participants communicated by text and by Internet
and through the Web site. They had a space in which they
could talk about what they were doing, like in Facebook. The
title was obviously changed from “Birth to Ten” to “Birth to
Twenty.” And underneath “Birth to Twenty” it said “Your
National Heritage.” The original logo [fig. 2], which had three
children holding hands and playing, had been initially chosen
by the moms. They were very childlike drawings of three
children holding hands, and the r in “Birth” was back-to-
front as if a child had written it. We’d had all sorts of things
done around that logo, like fridge magnets with a space in
them to put the date of the next appointment. Shane Norris
changed this logo [fig. 3] and developed the idea that the kids
should be able to share with each other the experience of
being in a study. So it took the emphasis away from the moms,
who had kept them in the study for that first 10 years, to
themselves.

The change of title from “Birth to Ten” to “Birth to Twenty”
came about when it was clear that we were going to be able
to move beyond the first 10 years. That realization came with
significant funding obtained in the late 1990s—after I had
returned to the UK—to primarily investigate issues relating
to historical and current factors that place young people at
risk during adolescence and in later life for sexual and re-
productive disorders and diseases associated with lifestyle. An
eminent South African psychologist, Professor Linda Richter,
was the major force behind that aspect of the study [see, e.g.,
Richter, Norris, and De Wet 2004].

Radin: And ostensibly they’re getting information about
themselves from the study. What mechanisms were there? Was
it in the newsletter? How were they learning about how they
were doing?

Cameron: The initial Wellcome Trust funding we’d got

was to create this substudy to look at bone health. That was
an intensive powered study of about 700 children who got
feedback on the results we were getting. Shane Norris pro-
vided that feedback through these newsletters. You can give
individual feedback like that, but you can’t provide descriptive
statistics on the group because it takes time to analyze the
data. One of the biggest problems we faced in South Africa
throughout the study was the expertise to deal with the
amount of data we had. None of us had appreciated how
quickly we’d start accumulating information. We were dealing
with literally millions of bits of information.

Radin: That’s related to something we talked about a lot
in Teresópolis: collections. How did you make sense, begin
to even think about interpreting and then maintaining this
information?

Cameron: Very rapidly we realized that there was no way
we could handle the amount of data that we were dealing
with because it grew exponentially. We couldn’t find experts,
around the world, who knew how to handle this sort of in-
formation. All the American longitudinal studies that formed
the basis of what we knew about human growth up to and
even after the Second World War were all paper based.

The biggest challenge was data handling; how to store,
analyze, edit, clean, recomputerize, get it out; and then how
to manage its use by other people. So then you get into the
question of ownership of data.

Radin: Yes, can you talk about that?
Cameron: Absolutely. Initially, when we started thinking

about the study in the 1980s and the 1990s, ethics approvals
[for research] were in their infancy in many respects. I didn’t
come across an ethics committee before the 1980s. The idea
of the data being owned by the people from whom you’d got
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Figure 3. Birth to Twenty logo associated with the study from 1998 onward. Note the logo is more informative and illustrative and
implies participant ownership of the study (copyright Birth to Twenty).

it hadn’t crossed anybody’s mind to some extent. It was only
toward the end of apartheid and of a realization of rights of
the “participants” as opposed to “subjects” of research that
we began to think about who owns the data. This was inter-
esting because before that the scientists would have arguments
between themselves about whose data it was.

Radin: Right, data ownership has a lot of registers.
Cameron: Of course it does. I mean if I initiated the study

it’s “my” data. But you had to do a complete about face and
say, actually, “it’s got very little to do with me. The data’s not
my data, the data in some way is owned by the participants.
This is information about them.” But ideas of data protection
didn’t exist.

The ownership issues came amidst scientists’ realizations
in the 1990s of participant involvement in and ownership of
scientific research. I will always remember the comments of
a South African student of mine who said of our sojourns to
collect data in rural areas like Ubombo that it was like the
whites were coming and stealing the puberty ratings of the
indigenous population. He was, of course, playing on the idea
of American cowboys and frontiersmen stealing from the In-
dians. As if we were Kit Carson and his cronies coming in,
getting information, and leaving. He was voicing a very real
concern that we were coming once a year to Ubombo, getting
this information, and not actually giving anything back to the
community. Things changed in many respects around that
time. After about the first year, we collected books from the
private schools in Johannesburg and set up libraries in the
rural schools and got decommissioned microscopes from the

anatomy department that were still perfectly functional and
set up laboratories in the schools so that we were putting
something back into the community.

Plus the organizations giving research funding, for the first
time, started requiring us, within our research applications,
to say how we would make data available to a wider com-
munity. You had to write a whole section on the accessibility
of data. But that didn’t happen until the mid to late 1990s.
That goes back to the ownership issue because a lot of the
arguments had to do with, “well it’s my data; but why should
anyone else have access to it?” That was painful because it
took blood, sweat, and tears to get the data. You dedicate part
of your life to doing this sort of work, and then someone
decides they want your data that you’ve worked hard on and
that you’ve paid for in one way or another.

Radin: And is it yours even to give?
Cameron: Well exactly; is it yours to give? And at what

point do you say no? You’ve got to go back and ask the
participants whether you are a fit person scientifically and in
every other way to use their information. These are really
difficult questions. Probably every research group comes up
with their own way of dealing with them. I’m sure there’s no
uniformity across the world because the circumstances and
the communities with which you are working require different
things. We have an access policy. We have a Web site
[http://www.wits.ac.za/Academic/Health/Research/BirthTo20],
and on that Web site anybody can go in and say, “we’d like
to access the data.” You apply to do so, you write about what
it is you want to do, your bona fides of course obviously have

http://www.wits.ac.za/Academic/Health/Research/BirthTo20


S264 Current Anthropology Volume 53, Supplement 5, April 2012

to be appropriate, and then you can go and access a data set
restricted to your requirements. The data is, to all intents and
purposes, publicly available but only to certain members of
the public who are qualified and then only to the data that
is of proven interest to them.

Radin: Is this an agreement that was reached in consul-
tation with the participants?

Cameron: No, it was an agreement that was reached in
consultation with the funding bodies that paid for the data
to be collected. With the participants, certainly, and I may be
wrong about Birth to Twenty now, but certainly in the time
of Birth to Ten, there was no sort of advocacy group from
the community. Because of the historical times, we didn’t
have a committee that talked about that. In the Born in Brad-
ford study I’m involved with now, we have an advocacy com-
mittee made up of community elders and moms and people
in the community who we do talk to about all of these issues.

Radin: Of course that model would have to be particular
to that society, right? You can’t necessarily say, well this works
in Bradford so it’s going to work elsewhere?

Cameron: Absolutely, because the people who are viewed
as being responsible individuals within a society will differ
depending on the community. Bradford is 30% Pakistani, and
50% of our sample is Pakistani. The way their society is or-
ganized is different from the way in which the European-
descended society living next door is organized.

So if you want an advocacy group, you’ve got to find out
from the people who they are, which means, interestingly,
that the design of your research group of scientists has got
to include people who know the community and are even
from the community. And I don’t suppose for one second
we would set up a study called Birth to Twenty in South
Africa now without having a number of black scientists and
clinicians involved. Indeed, we do have them on the team
now. In South Africa in the early 1990s there weren’t these
people qualified to help us—apart from the community health
nurses, who of course were all black—there weren’t any in-
dividuals with research experience, knowledge, or desire to
work with us. What we did do in Birth to Ten, which was
fairly unusual at the time, is that we translated our question-
naires and materials into four different languages. We had
English, Afrikaans, Zulu, and Sotho. Zulu and Sotho are the
two big languages in Soweto.

Radin: I think this is a nice transition point to ask what
have been some of the tangible impacts for public health
policy. What are some of the major outcomes of the South
African studies?

Cameron: The major scientific findings from Birth to
Twenty have really only emerged during the last decade as
the data management issues were sorted out and we were able
to apply relatively sophisticated statistical modeling proce-
dures to our time-series data. One set of results concerns the
development of risk factors for noncommunicable diseases of
lifestyle such as Type 2 diabetes mellitus, obesity, and cardio-
vascular disease. We have been able to demonstrate the emer-

gence of these risk factors in Birth to Twenty children as young
as 7 years of age who characteristically have relatively low
birth weights and grow extremely rapidly during infancy
[Crowther et al. 1998, 2000]. These results demonstrate the
need for early intervention to change habitual behaviors re-
lating to diet and physical activity.

We have undertaken focus groups with adolescents to learn
about their dietary habits and nutritional intake. We have
been able to identify a “nutritional transition,” common to
the children in other transitional economies, in which tra-
ditional high-fiber, low-fat diets are being replaced by low-
fiber, high-fat, high-energy diets characteristic of industrial-
ized societies. The result of that transition is a greater
prevalence of obesity, particularly amongst girls. Recent re-
search on Birth to Twenty 17-year-olds, for instance, identified
that they consumed about eight fast-food items each week
and most frequently consumed an item called the “Soweto
Quarter.” A typical “quarter” consists of a quarter-loaf of
white bread, chips [fried potatoes], a slice of cheese, and any
number of delicatessen meats and sauces. A macronutrient
comparison between a “quarter” and three commercially
available fast-food meals demonstrated that the “quarter” pro-
vided 5,970 kJ of energy at a cost of about 9 SAR, or about
$1 [Feely, Pettifor, and Norris 2009].

But I think the major outcome is almost an intangible one
in many respects. In some ways it probably links into the
public understanding of science. The study has raised the level
of knowledge, interest, and understanding of the importance
of child health and child growth in everybody’s minds. It
makes them topics that are discussed and are understood as
being important. Some of the more important things are the
stories in South African newspapers about the fact that we’re
investigating child health, the fact that child growth is im-
portant, the fact that immunization is important, the fact that
children can recognize the brands of cigarettes by the age of
5 is important in a bad way, the fact that you know moms
lie about their children’s age to get them into school early.

Radin: So a kind of anthropological information?
Cameron: Well absolutely, because scientific information

is for scientists; we publish it in scientific journals using our
own language, which is almost indecipherable to a nonscien-
tist. So when we come to write something which is nonscien-
tific, it’s really difficult. The Avon Longitudinal Study in the
UK has two full-time public relations people, both of whom
are ex-journalists. The whole reason being is if you want
people to keep participating in the study, you want them to
understand it. But the story you have to tell is one that’s
different from the story you tell scientists.

Radin: That leads me to two branching out questions. One
would be how has the data that emerged from this study
impacted thinking about human growth and research trajec-
tories in the scientific community? The other branch is who’s
doing the work of taking the data and putting it into practice
at the level of policies?

Cameron: The same message is told in different ways to
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those different communities. For the policy makers you need
to give the information in such a way that they can use the
information to make policy. This is done by ensuring that
information from Birth to Twenty gets to the right decision
maker. A lot of that’s done by word of mouth. For example,
if there’s going to be a major initiative in terms of child
nutrition in urban areas of South Africa, the first thing they
need to do is identify whether children are malnourished or
not. You’ve got to start doing measurements. The only mea-
surements against which one could compare the findings are
the data we have in Birth to Twenty.

Radin: And have there been specific policy decisions in
South Africa?

Cameron: As an example, the adolescent fast-food con-
sumption study I mentioned before provides empirical evi-
dence for those wishing to improve the health of all children
in South Africa through awareness of poor dietary habits.
Residential mobility within the urban environment is another
important policy issue with regard to the provision of housing
and the distribution of state benefits. Data from Birth to
Twenty has been able to demonstrate that by the age of 14
years, 64% of our urban sample had moved house at least
once and only one-third of the sample had been stable, with
clear implications for the traceability of individuals and
households [Ginsburg et al. 2009].

The other ones you’ll read about are the things like tobacco
and about ages of school entry. But there is a whole variety
of factors that are almost hidden effects of having a study like
this in that people in policy-making areas that know about
the study will think, is there something that Birth to Twenty
can teach us about this, published or not published, and will
contact Birth to Twenty and say, “what have you got about
this information?”

Radin: So there’s almost this informal intellectual economy
or traffic in ideas happening.

Cameron: Absolutely. I mean the same way in which we
do that by reviewing grant applications. The way in which I
criticize a grant application depends upon my experience and
my knowledge. Part of that comes from studies that I’ve done
and the research that I do and the research I’m interested in.
In the UK, we have to include a section on how the proposed
project will affect policy. There’s an ongoing debate about
“blue sky” research, which we didn’t have to contend with
20 years ago. Now, I have to start thinking about how my
research can not only be published in an international sci-
entific journal for the benefit of the scientific community but
also how it can be put to the government to influence policy.

Radin: Are people in other transitional societies in the
Global South drawing examples and lessons from this study?
Is there a unique role for birth cohort studies to play both
in terms of scientific knowledge and societal change?

Cameron: The unique thing about birth cohort studies of
course is that they are longitudinal studies of a particular
group of children born in a particular historical moment in
time and that their growth, because growth is so plastic, is

going to reflect what’s happening to them now and what’s
happened to them in the past. They are the only method by
which we can gauge or monitor how changes in society are
impacting the health and well-being of children.

The major birth cohort studies that have been done in the
Global South are the CEBU study in the Philippines, the
Pelotas study in southern Brazil, and Birth to Twenty. Cer-
tainly they are the three that most people in this field would
think of as relevant. We actually believed for a long time that
Birth to Ten was invisible to the rest of the world. People
mentioned CEBU and sometimes mentioned Pelotas but
hardly ever mentioned Birth to Ten/Twenty, and we couldn’t
understand why. I can remember at one time thinking it was
because we were doing it within South Africa.

Radin: In a way you could argue that this project and
activities like it have actually altered knowledge practices
themselves.

Cameron: Well I think so. I mean the idea of doing a
longitudinal study is that these children are born in a par-
ticular moment in history. The study may exist for 20, 30, 40
years depending on how long you want to see them during
times of changing political and social circumstances. You’re
getting this record in their health, in their morphology, in
their psychological attitudes, in their social interactions that
reflect those changes in societies. They’re very complex and
exciting studies because of that. If you want to look at any-
thing, you’ve now got a whole history of factors that can
allow you to determine at least some of the variants in an
attribute. You couldn’t do that on a repeated cross-sectional
study. You can only do that with birth cohort studies, so
they’re incredibly powerful from that point of view. One of
their problems, of course, is that—and this is the clash be-
tween the population biologist and the epidemiologist—un-
less you have a sample of tens of thousands or at least
thousands, you won’t get a sample large enough in their 20s
to be able to use that information statistically because your
attrition rate is so great.

Radin: At the conference, you talked about human biol-
ogists having a moral obligation to do work that takes into
consideration historical, social, and political contexts. It’s very
evident how important that is for you. Do you think this
sense of moral obligation is shared by others in your profes-
sion? As a teacher, do you think it can be cultivated?

Cameron: Do I think it’s shared within the scientific com-
munity? In my experience I’ve come across people who are
committed to doing research in this area. They’ve chosen to
work, for instance, in a developing country because it’s im-
portant to them to be involved in improving the quality of
life of people who are disadvantaged. It’s pretty difficult to
work in a developing country if you don’t have that degree
of commitment because it’s a very challenging circumstance.
You’re going to measure some child in the middle of nowhere
and crawl into a tent and . . .

Radin: And touch them.
Cameron: Yes, you’re going to be touching other people,
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and how fundamentally important is that? There’s an intimacy
and therefore there’s an enormous sense of trust that not only
will you be kind to them but that you touching them has to
do with getting objective information. And also that what you
will do with the data is morally just and wouldn’t be used to
denigrate or to belittle them in any way, shape, or form. That’s
an incredibly strong responsibility that we take with us, both
into the field to do this type of work and away from the field
with the data that we have. I would say the vast majority of
people I work with have that level of understanding of their
responsibility. Those that don’t are quickly told that they
shouldn’t be working in this area because they clearly don’t
understand what it is they’re doing or why they’re doing it.
How do you get students to understand that? In my expe-
rience, you show them what it means. Every year I took my
students and staff into the field. They came with me into rural
areas and measured and got information, talked to the chil-
dren, gave lessons in class in these schools as part of their
giving back to the community. By just being involved, they
grew enormously in terms of their attitude. And many of
these were white South African students who grew as a result.

Radin: What’s interesting about your work is that you’ve
taken certain older anthropological techniques used in cre-
ating systems of apartheid and used them to point out the
violence and to rectify it. You show that it’s not the science
that is good or bad but rather how people use that science.
But who is supposed to ensure that the tools and products
of anthropology are used for “good” in the promotion of
health and well-being?

Cameron: A good question. Who is supposed to police it?
Of course one individually polices one’s own work and that
of one’s immediate colleagues and students. But learned so-
cieties in many respects become the policemen. I was invited
in 1990 to give a special lecture at the annual meeting of the
American Human Biology Association in Miami about my
work in South Africa. At that time I always finished my written
papers and my spoken lectures with the statement, “This work
is dedicated to a post-apartheid, nonracial, democratic South
Africa.” Following my talk I was in the business meeting of
the association, and a voice from the back of the room pro-
posed a motion that “this Association does not invite South
African scientists, or scientists working in South Africa, to
the annual meetings.”

There was uproar. People turned and shouted at the pro-
poser, “Did you hear what he said? Did you go to his lecture?”
The proposer said “No, I boycotted his lecture.” And they
said, “He spoke against apartheid. How can you say that he
shouldn’t be here?” The president said he said that a motion
had been proposed [about whether or not I should be there]
and asked for a seconder. Nobody said a word. And then he
said, “There’s no seconder to the motion so there’s no mo-
tion.” And that was it. This was a situation where the learned
society was policing the moral dimensions . . .

Radin: But not in a way that you would have expected;
they were trying to protect those who were seen as doing
responsible work.

Cameron: Exactly that. So societies do—and even now at
business meetings of the Society of the Study of Human Bi-
ology, what people say and talk about is policed and criticized
left, right, and center. It’s that sort of openness, in critical
discussion, of what one says and does that polices one’s sci-
ence.

Radin: What about those who say, “Well I’m a scientist
and I do objective research and I can’t be bothered. This isn’t
my role.”

Cameron: There were many scientists who did exactly that.
They can’t be bothered and they are not political. Well you
can’t avoid taking a stand because by not saying anything
you’re saying something. You’re making a statement that you
are so morally devoid of responsibility that you will not say
anything when faced with a situation that cries out for you
to use your skill to do something. The moral responsibility
of a scientist in the situation of South Africa in the mid-1980s
was that if you had skills that could be used for the betterment
of society, particularly those disadvantaged in societies, that
you should damn well get out there and use them. And you’re
morally bereft if you didn’t. I’m talking about the personal
responsibility to other people in the global society that you
live in. It’s man’s humanity to man, which is so terribly im-
portant.
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