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Abstract

The edited volume Ethical Approaches to Human Remains: A Global Challenge in Bioarchaeology and
Forensic Anthropology (Springer, 2019), compiled by Kirsty Squires, David Errickson, and Nicholas
Marquez-Grant, presents a multidisciplinary examination of the ethical, legal, and cultural complexities
surrounding human remains in bioarchaeology, forensic anthropology, and museum curation. Adopting an
international and interdisciplinary lens, the book addresses postmortem human dignity, Indigenous rights
concerning ancestral remains, ethical dilemmas in genetic sampling, public display controversies, and the
management of remains from mass disasters and war crimes. Structured into three sections, the work first
explores philosophical foundations (e.g., moral personhood of the dead and human rights frameworks). The
second section analyzes practical challenges in excavation, preservation, and exhibition, while the third offers
global case studies (North America, New Zealand, Spain, and the Middle East) to contextualize Indigenous
ethical perspectives. Strengths include its theory-practice balance, cross-cultural dialogue emphasis, and
policy recommendations. However, limited coverage of regions like the Middle East and emerging issues
such as digital repatriation are noted gaps. This volume serves as an essential resource for archaeologists,
forensic specialists, curators, and heritage policymakers, particulatly in contexts like Iran where formal ethical
protocols are underdeveloped.
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Introduction

Human remains have perpetually served as vessels of individual and collective identity across civilizations.
Today, advancements in biomedical sciences, archaeology, anthropology, and museology have rendered
interactions with human remains—whether skeletons, mummified tissues, or genetic data—a
multidimensional ethical quandary. Such engagements demand adherence to ethical principles rooted in
inherent human dignity, privacy rights, and cultural sensitivities. Studies in bioethics, archaeological ethics,
and heritage conservation underscore that ethical negligence risks human rights violations, historical
distortion, and psychosocial harm. For instance, the International Committee on Ethics in Anthropological
Research and World Health Organizationemphasize that even biomedical or bioarchaeological research requires
informed community consent and respect for human dignity—principles echoed in UNESCO’s Universal
Declaration on Bioethics and Human Rights (2005) and the World Archaeological Congress Guidelines. Globally,
institutional approaches to human remains vary due to cultural diversity. In countries where archaeology falls
under anthropology, bioarchaeological studies ate systematically integrated. Conversely, in nations like Iran—
where such disciplinary synergy is absent—anthropologists rarely engage with human remains, leaving
biological and cultural data understudied and ethical frameworks unformalized. This disparity extends to
conservation and display practices; ethical considerations (e.g., respecting human dignity) are often sidelined,
with remains treated as mere biological artifacts rather than entities warranting ethical protocols.

Currently, Iran’s ethical guidelines for human remains derive from religious norms, which inadequately
address ancient skeletal remains. While international ethical documents exist, many provisions are impractical,
reflecting a broader misunderstanding of bioarchaeology and forensic anthropology’s scope. This gap
underscores the need for culturally nuanced, globally informed ethical standards—an endeavor advanced by
Squires et al.’s volume.

Book Ovetview: Structure and Objectives

Title: Ethical Approaches to Human Remains: A Global Challenge in Bioarchaeology and Forensic Anthropology
Editors: Dr. Kirsty Squires (bioarchaeology), Dr. David Errickson (forensic imaging), Dr. Nicholas Marquez-
Grant (forensic archaeology)

Publisher: Springer, 2019

Objectives
1. Establishing ethical standards for researchers handling human remains.
2. Facilitating global dialogue among archaeologists, forensic experts, and Indigenous communities.
3. Providing practical solutions for museums, labs, and research centers.
4. Addressing Indigenous critiques of scientific exploitation.

Structure
e Section I: Philosophical foundations (5 chapters) debates postmortem moral personhood, human
rights applicability, and biases in osteological research.
e  Section II: Practical challenges (10 chapters) covers excavation ethics, destructive sampling, digital
technologies, and forensic casework.
e Section III: Global case studies (e.g., NAGPRA in the U.S., Maori repatriation in New Zealand,
Spanish Civil War exhumations) highlight region-specific ethical solutions.

Critical Evaluation Strengths
1. Global Scope: Examines diverse cultural contexts (Europe, Oceania, Africa), fostering cross-
cultural understanding.
2. Interdisciplinary Synthesis: Bridges bioarchaeology and forensic anthropology, revealing their
shared ethical dilemmas.
3. Actionable Frameworks: Offers protocols for repatriation, display, and community engagement.
4. Cohesive Editing: Maintains thematic unity across 30 chapters authored by 43 specialists.

Limitations
1. Geographic Gaps: Sparse coverage of the Middle East and parts of Asia.
2. Emerging Technologies: Insufficient discussion of 3D digitization and virtual repatriation.
3. Specialized Language: Legal and technical jargon may deter non-specialists.

Practical Applications
Stakeholder Recommendations
e Archaeologists: Prioritize community consent (Ch. 4, 7) and minimize destructive analyses.
e Museums: Develop ethical display policies and repatriation procedures (Ch. 10).
e  TForensic Experts: Balance victim identification with familial privacy (Ch. 12).
e  Policymakers: Adapt international standards to local cultural contexts (Ch. 30).
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Educational Utility
e Adopt as a core text for ethics courses in archaeology/anthropology.
e  Use case studies (e.g., Cambodian genocide remains) to teach conflict-sensitive approaches.

Conclusion

Squires et al.’s volume is a seminal contribution to ethical discourse, advocating for flexible, culturally attuned
standards. It underscores that ethical rigor need not stifle research but can enhance its societal relevance—a
vital lesson for regions like Iran developing their own protocols. Future editions could expand on digital
ethics and underrepresented regions, yet this work remains indispensable for fostering responsible
stewardship of human remains worldwide.
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Nicholas Marquez-Grant
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Ethical Approaches
to Human Remains

A Global Challenge in Bioarchaeology and
Forensic Anthropology
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Figure 1. Cover of the book "Ethical Approaches to Human Remains, A global Challenge in
Bioarchaeology and Forensic Anthropology"
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