Conclusion
The ancestors should go home:
bioanthropology, collaboration,
and repatriation in the
twenty-first century
Ann M. Kakaliouras
If we have learned anything since the very first successes of the reburial
movement in the 1970s and early 1980s, it is that repatriation and reburial
is hard work (see Fine-Dare 2002). In the United States, for example, before
the passage and implementation of NAGPRA, the burden largely fell on
Indigenous communities to prove to settler-colonial institutions that their
Ancestors did not belong in museums, or on shelves in university storage
(Ferguson 2010, 194). In the 1980s, the states that had passed burial laws
allowing for repatriation shifted some of the work to their own bureaucratic
processes, to institutions holding human remains, or to inter-tribal organizations that made disposition decisions about the Ancestors in curation
(Ubelaker and Grant 1989). Since NAGPRA’s supersession of individual
state policies and processes, work continues to achieve successful repatriations and reburials. Whether we focus on the United States, Canada,
Australia, or New Zealand though (to only name a few places where the
repatriation of Ancestors, sacred items, or artifacts of cultural patrimony
is important), the restorative work of repatriation is no easy task. The labor
involved in repatriation and reburial is procedural, bureaucratic, economic,
spiritual, and ethical. Sometimes Ancestors come home, and sometimes,
unfortunately, they do not. Yet, all of this work, however difficult, is necessary, and the contributions to this volume collectively underscore that fact.
The collective “we” who have worked for repatriation, who have seen the
restorative power of this process, and who wish for more repatriation and
reburial have also learned that striving for good relationships between all
the people involved in this labor both produces more fulfilling work and
eases the path to future repatriations. It is Indigenous Ancestors, however,
who have remained central throughout the all-too-brief history of repatriation; they were excavated or otherwise taken from their resting places, then
put in the service of a colonizing power, and now more and more of them
are going home. Although the circumstances that prompt people to seek
repatriations and perform reburials are painful ones, both in the past and
present, we cannot deny that the Ancestors continue to bring people together, sometimes people of radically different backgrounds, identities, and
even aims, to labor over their return.
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Over the last two decades, the academic literature on repatriation and
reburial has similarly shifted away from what might be called “the reburial
debate” toward the analysis of repatriation processes and the importance of
collaboration. Although this is a very U.S.-centric request, I invite readers to
examine the differences in tone and content between the now-canonical Repatriation Reader: Who Owns American Indian Remains? (Mihesuah 2000)
and a more recent similarly important volume Accomplishing NAGPRA
(Chari and Lavallee 2013). There is still much to critique about the way repatriation has worked and works under NAGPRA, but gone are the polemics
that characterized earlier scholarly debates over repatriation and reburial.
That is, save a few not-so-notable exceptions (e.g., Weiss 2008), Indigenous
academics and white biological anthropologists are no longer sparring with
each other about whether or not repatriation should happen at all. Nevertheless, the current silence in biological anthropology about repatriation
can certainly be deafening. We will not be able to effect the decolonization
of the field (see Supernant, this volume) if we are not willing to have the
necessary disciplinary conversations, at our conferences, in our classrooms,
and in our professional literature. Unfortunately, then, biological anthropology, as the anthropological pursuit most dependent on human remains,
has clearly failed to make repatriation central to its aims. More students are
learning about repatriation, and more professionals have acquired experience with it, but repatriation is usually still represented as a challenge to the
field or an ethical development from outside, and not a part of the ethical
responsibilities one takes on when they become a bioanthropologist.
In fact, until quite recently, ethics in work with human skeletal remains
have often taken a back seat to the scientific research process, which was
envisioned within the field to include only the researcher(s) and the dead –
dead who supposedly had no home, no one to speak for them, and whose
descendants had no voice in what was to happen to them. The editors of this
forward-thinking volume, however, assert that: “[T]he ethical study of ancestral human remains requires collaboration with communities” (Meloche
et al., this volume, 2). This is a clarion call for all bioanthropological scholars who pursue, or wish to pursue, research on skeletal remains, and goes
far beyond usual ethical practice in biological anthropology. This volume
showcases numerous examples of how ethics must be so intertwined with
scientific research that it should be impossible to pull the two apart. Not
all work in biological anthropology is done with this careful attention to
descendants and their communities, but this book shows us that such work
is not only possible, but necessary.
All that being said, this volume will also rightfully occupy a significant
place in the repatriation literature as, first, a testament to the innovative and
collaborative work involved in twenty-first-century repatriation and, second, a unique contribution focused more keenly on biological anthropology
and bioarchaeology than any collections that have come before it. Although
bioarchaeologists – scientists who use human bones to reconstruct past
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lifeways and behavior – have contributed to the repatriation literature in
the past, they usually did so to justify what can be learned from bones, or
to highlight situations in which bioarchaeologists and Indigenous peoples
came to compromises favorable to bioanthropological research (e.g., Landau and Steele 1996; Larsen and Walker 2005). Most of the academic repatriation literature that portrays repatriation positively, or that takes it as
a given, has been penned by Indigenous scholars and a mix of Indigenous
and non-Indigenous archaeologists and museum workers, or collaborations
therewith (but see Buikstra 2006). Although this volume also includes a
healthy number of archaeologists and museum workers, its focus on the Ancestors themselves invites the participation – and should command the attention – of a new generation of bioarchaeologists. This book is also firmly
situated in an epistemological sphere that takes human remains to be inherently repatriatable (Kakaliouras 2012); the Ancestors will go home, and all
of us share some ethical responsibility for helping that process along.
In this short commentary, then, I distill the contributions to this volume
into three categories: 1) academic work in the service of repatriation, reburial,
and Indigenous concerns, 2) institutional work that improves accountability
to descendant communities and their Ancestors, and 3) community-driven
work designed and implemented expressly to return Ancestors. I respect
the way the editors organized the many and varied pieces that make up this
book, and I would not want anyone to think that my categories are any
better. For the purposes of this synthesis, though, these patterns represent
different sites of activity, different peoples’ positions vis-à-vis the ability to
effect repatriation, and different stages of work in bringing Ancestors home.
The boundaries between my constructed categories are admittedly fuzzy,
but I hope by defining and placing the chapters within them a fuller picture
of the importance of this volume will be evident.

Academic work
The inflexibility of science characterized the early days of repatriation. We
were told that science knows in one way – the way valued by Western culture
and supposedly a general public who had stakes in this knowledge. We were
also told that Indigenous people know in a totally different, and presumably
lesser, way. The knowledge produced from skeletal studies, this discourse
went, was supposedly valuable to all people. We know now, however, that:
“Biological anthropology and bioarchaeology have done significant harm to
Indigenous communities, and in some cases continue to perpetuate systems
that marginalize and erase Indigenous peoples, disconnecting them from
their Ancestors” (Supernant, this volume, 276). While some bioarchaeologists and even archaeologists have proceeded with “business as usual,” we
are now seeing an increasing amount of innovation in scientific anthropology that actually works toward repatriation and responds to the concerns
of descendant communities.
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A number of the chapters of this volume feature innovative ways in which
the tools of archaeology and bioarchaeology can be used in a way respectful
of both the Ancestors and their living relatives. For example, Glencross and
coworkers, in collaboration with the Huron-Wendat Nation of Ontario, are
pioneering ways to avoid harming human Ancestors by using the remains of
dogs in stable isotope analyses. They ask if dogs can reasonably be employed
as proxies for humans in trying to reconstruct past dietary patterns in the
region where they work. The authors not only usefully review how stable
isotopic data has been employed in North America, but they evaluate their
own case study, and put their work in the context of previously chilly relationships between archaeologists and the Indigenous peoples of Southern
Ontario. This work ably shows that useful information about past human
lifeways need not depend on the destructive analyses of human remains.
Similarly, Spake, Nicholas, and Cardoso address a topic that has been
in the front of bioarchaeological minds since the early days of repatriation:
the methods of and ethics around the digitization of skeletal remains. Bioarchaeologists’ concerns about losing their “data” – as Ancestors were unfortunately called for decades – can be quieted by the prospect of being able
to curate digital models of human remains. Further, working with digital
copies minimizes potentially destructive handling of remains, and also can
make Ancestors available for repatriation faster. They remind us, though,
that these methods should not be employed for bioarchaeological advantage
alone; close collaboration with descendant communities and negotiated
agreements around the control and ownership of images need to be worked
out. They compare two case studies: artistic reconstructions of Ancestors
from the Sechelt (shíshálh) Nation of British Columbia, and the divisive digitization and capitalistic reproduction of Kennewick Man/The Ancient One,
the now-repatriated ancient Ancestor of five Northwest Native American
peoples. Their discussion reminds us that technology is only as beneficial
as the relationships that undergird its use, and that careful collaboration is
required in order to not repeat the dispossessions of Indigenous identities
anthropologists regularly participated in over the twentieth century.
Moreover, questions of identity suffuse repatriation processes. In the
United States, identity has been codified and, in many cases, calcified in
NAGPRA’s concept of “cultural affiliation.” In her call to decolonize bioarchaeology, Supernant accurately notes that bioarchaeologists and biological anthropologists, in their desire to retain control of skeletal remains, have
refused to accurately affiliate many Ancestors to their tribes and nations
of origin. While she cites the Kennewick Man/Ancient One DNA result to
effectively substantiate her claim, there are many examples of this elusive
behavior in the United States that get whispered about in the repatriation
community.
The contributions of Walker and Fforde et al. further wrangle with questions over identity, scientific methods of documentation, and repatriation.
It is worth noting, as Walker does in a useful discussion of her survey of
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“heritage professionals,” that “[a]ccording to 60% of North American survey respondents, the analysis of ancient human DNA is believed to have
the ability to define – or redefine – people’s concepts of identity today and
understandings of ancestral affiliations” (Walker, this volume, 244). I would
add that the concomitant rise of consumer ancestry testing also brings affective weight to peoples’ understanding of any DNA result pointing to
some kind of cultural or biological identity, past or present. Her recommendations are well taken in a sociocultural environment where DNA has taken
on new roles for not only professionals, but for multiple publics. She wisely
counsels that the consultation process for ancient DNA study needs to be
formalized and taken seriously in every case, and that research agreements
(or “memoranda of understanding”) should be collaboratively constructed
by researchers and descendant communities.
Further, when attempting to reconstruct past identities, DNA should not
trump other culturally contextual lines of evidence, nor can it solve all the
problems created by the process of excavation and storage of ancestral remains. Fforde and coworkers remind us that provenance – that time-honored
problematic of archaeology – is a key component in both identification and
repatriation claims. They also usefully note that Indigenous claimants are
often held to an incredibly high standard to prove their connection to curated Ancestors. Given that the legacies associated with colonial removal
and land dispossession often affect the ability to make strong claims, the
processes of identification and claiming Ancestors often impede the repatriation process.
Of special interest to me, they also critically discuss craniometrics (the
measurement of skulls), which has been used frequently in the United States
to try to “place” Ancestors in a cultural or biological context, and often
does not match with Indigenous understandings of kin or ancestry (see also
Kakaliouras 2019). They conclude that Indigenous control over disposition
decisions should be a key development if we want to effect both ethical and
just repatriations.
Putting Fforde and her collaborators’ advice into practice, Bader et al.
recount and discuss the long-term and ongoing collaboration between the
University of Illinois and the Metlakatla First Nation of British Columbia. What makes this partnership special is that they work with each other
in the field of paleogenomics, a field they acknowledge has traditionally
approached Indigenous peoples as “resources to be used and shared at
the discretion of the scientists who hold them” (Bader et al. this volume).
This colonizing attitude is not just a legacy of paleogenomics and DNA
research, but remains current in much of their field, unfortunately. Bader
and coworkers, though, advise that researchers should employ the notion
of “relational accountability” (this volume, 171) in their work with Indigenous communities. They demonstrate their use of the concept by including
reflections of both Indigenous and non-Indigenous people involved in their
collaboration. Here, researchers speak of respectfully handling Ancestors
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and making sure that they did not “become dissociated from each other”
(Bader et al., this volume, 173), and Indigenous partners welcome the results of the research.
Additionally, beyond tangled questions over research ethics, technology,
DNA, provenance, and identity are examples of how bioanthropological
research can work “on the ground” in other case studies that provide evidence for the benefits of collaboration. Weisse puts Walker’s and Fforde
et al.’s discussion in context by considering the differences between Indigenous Australian traditional knowledge and the scientific methods used to
established provenance, or connection to place. She importantly discusses
Indigenous consent for destructive research and recommends a “Case specific collaboration between Western scientific techniques and Traditional
Knowledge techniques” (Weisse, this volume, 237). Likewise, Simons,
Martindale, and Wylie, in their work with the Penelakut, take Supernant’s
advice to implement the Calls to Action included in Canada’s Truth and
Reconciliation Commission’s (TRC) report. As non-Indigenous researchers, they, in my estimation, humbly bore witness to the difficult histories
of abuse and colonization they were documenting through GPR (groundpenetrating radar).
Further, Simons and coworkers use the Science and Technology Studies
(STS) concept of interactional expertise, which they define as “the kind of
communicative understanding that participants must develop to function
effectively in interdisciplinary partnerships where they must navigate not
only differences of language and concepts, but also of goals, norms of practice, and framework assumptions” (Simons et al., this volume, 26).
The last contribution in this category, the piece by Colwell and Nash,
I believe exemplifies not only a sensitive use of interactional expertise, but
also a comprehensive historical and ethical attention to the necessity for
repatriation. Although one could argue that the work of the Denver Museum of Nature and Science is more applicable to my next section, I would
assert that their model is even more important for those of us who are archaeologists or bioanthropological researchers. Colwell and Nash’s chapter
is a thoughtful answer to their statement “why we repatriate,” grounded in
relational ethics, and specific to the history of their region and institution.
There can be no single model for how repatriation proceeds, or what kind
of collaborations will be required. In particular, though, their attention –
however brief – to scientists as another kind of descendant community is
especially important:
After all, it was archaeologists and curiosity seekers – our scholarly
ancestors – who excavated these human remains in the first place. To
have Chip do the reburial offered a fitting metaphorical and literal
chapter in the story. We created the repatriation crisis by digging up the
dead; the least we can do now is the heavy lifting needed to end it.
(Colwell and Nash, this volume, 89)

Conclusion 287
I concur thoroughly, and offer that Supernant’s call for a better and more
thorough education of both Indigenous and non-Indigenous bioarchaeologists should hinge on our awareness of ourselves as descendants. It was
our disciplinary Ancestors – as much our Ancestors as those of our blood –
who stole from graves and battlefields, and whose actions have as yet to be
properly atoned for. Academics can actually do this kind of work, and the
contributions above give us the beginning of a roadmap for how such restoration can be accomplished.

Institutional work
Critical to the care and repatriation of Ancestors are the institutions to
which they have historically been taken, and which now must wrestle with
their policies, positions, and their relationships to descendant communities.
The contributions to this volume in this category are similarly rich, spanning individual museums in the United States and Canada, to work in Japan
and South Africa. First, I would like to highlight the novel law in the U.S.
state of Washington that has provided for the appointment of a “State Physical Anthropologist” (Tasa et al., this volume, 56). Tasa, Vogel, and Wollwage note that, besides concentrating the state’s efforts to identify forensic
and non-forensic human remains under one roof, the law has resulted in
significant collaborations with the nearly 40 Native tribes and nations who
live in the state. States (or provinces, in the case of Canada) have been and
are important institutional points of contact between anthropology and its
multiple publics, including Indigenous communities. Because Canada does
not have a federal law that governs repatriation, this kind of arrangement
might work especially well for standardizing repatriation across provinces
(though certainly there would be issues to work out). Tasa and coworkers
also usefully remind us that we should have a broad view of the term “institution” when we think about repatriation. Repatriation is the responsibility
of massive museums and local historical societies, multinational corporations and regional CRM firms, federal governments and town councils – so
we should, when we think about institutions, be as capacious as possible.
Turning to some more expected institutions, though, in this volume are
highlighted the efforts of The Field Museum in Chicago (Hayflick and Robbins), the Royal B.C. Museum (Bell and Hill), and the University of Toronto
(Forrest et al.). Not all institutions have the resources that The Field does,
but it is both exciting and gratifying to see such an august museum redefine,
refine, and re-evaluate their policies with regard to human remains. The kind
of network-building effort that the Field is currently doing will influence other
institutions to reach out to and collaborate with descendants. Moreover, Hayflick and Robbins identify important themes they have experienced in their
work, themes that individual researchers should also be aware of – namely,
communication, clarity, and control. I would also eagerly concur with Hayflick and Robbins that the “formalization” (this volume, 111) of relationships
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at an institutional level is critical to fostering and maintaining a collaborative
ethos. When relationships are tied to particular individuals, the very real danger is that if those people leave the institution or are moved to other projects,
the framework of those collaborations can fall apart. Their narrative around
the production of their museum-wide protocol for the care of human remains
should be especially useful to other large and complex museums, both nationally and internationally.
In terms of Canadian museums, Bell and Hill, at the Royal BC Museum, have undertaken a similar holistic evaluation of the care of human
remains at their institution. Canadian institutions, though, are employing
the direction of the United Nations Declaration of the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP), which assigns responsibility to state institutions
for the restitution deserved by Indigenous peoples throughout the world.
Funding from the provincial government also enabled re-examination of
their institution’s holdings. Like the Field, the RBCM was able to convene a
symposium, where multiple stakeholders were present and in conversation
with each other about the repatriation and re-interment of the Indigenous
remains in their care. Bell and Hill also fruitfully reiterate Fforde and coworkers’ discussion of documentation and provenance, completely reviewing
all the documentation they had on hand. Making the decision to not accept
Indigenous ancestral remains as new additions to the museum was a direct
result of these important consultations and conversations. Further, granting Indigenous specialists access to remains and subsequently repatriating
the Ancestors became one of the RCBM’s main objectives.
For another Canadian example, Speirs and Hodgson recount how their
work for the Rainy River First Nations in Northwestern Ontario effected
the repatriation and reburial of previously excavated Ancestors from the
Royal Ontario Museum. What is refreshing about this chapter is the authors’ frank discussions about the process and timeline involved in their
work. Additionally, they usefully recognize their positionality, stating:
“While we consciously knew that our experiences and perspectives were not
the only ones, they were however our only ones. Unconscious bias may be
present despite your best intentions” (Speirs and Hodgson this volume, 71).
They also situate themselves as non-Indigenous workers employed by the
Rainy River First Nations, and they helpfully question their own learned
“objectivity” as they recounted the repatriation and eventual reburial of the
Rainy River Ancestors.
Remaining in Canada, Forrest and coworkers skillfully center the history
and experience of the Huron-Wendat people in their review of the University of Toronto’s practices around Ancestors and material culture. The University has had a repatriation program for a few decades. They, however,
ran into issues acquiring federal funding to enable their research on Indigenous peoples and collaborations with Indigenous communities and industry, because of funding priorities, and as they say, “because the proposed

Conclusion 289
partnerships were unlike those expected within an industrial partnership
framework” (Forrest et al., this volume, 156). Their experience highlights a
key constraint for individual academics and institutions both in the United
States and Canada: repatriation work is lower on a scholarly hierarchy than
“pure research” or is not yet valued as a novel site of knowledge production
(see below). Nevertheless, and with a detailed Memorandum of Understanding, which allowed for both archaeological and bioarchaeological research,
the reburial of 1,700 Huron-Wendat Ancestors was finally achieved in 2013.
The University of Toronto’s dogged work to both respect Indigenous concerns and produce research useful to multiple stakeholders should serve as
an ethical model for other universities with strong histories in the archaeology of a given region.
Although this volume is most populated with contributions from the U.S.,
Canadian, Australian, and New Zealand contexts, there are notable and
valuable exceptions, two of which round out the profiles of states and institutions we experience in this book. These are the experiences of workers at the Iziko Museum of South Africa with Khoesan repatriations, and
the efforts in Japan to repatriate Ainu Ancestors. Similar to the situation
in the English-speaking settler colonies, the Indigenous peoples of both
South Africa and Japan have asserted their rights to their dead. For Japan,
Okada chronicles the struggle of the Ainu people and the effort to establish
a “national keeping place” for the collective repatriation of Ainu Ancestors,
highlighting the various legal struggles with institutions such as Hokkaido
University. Black and McCavitt describe the multinational southern African effort centered at the Iziko Museum to address the issue of “unethically
collected human remains” that rightfully belong to the Khoesan group of
Indigenous peoples (this volume, 116). While their project focused on Ancestors housed in southern Africa, they also address the knotty problem of
repatriation from European colonial museums, some of which have repatriated individuals, and others who have not. Like the Canadian museums,
the work of the South African “Human Remains Project” is inspired by the
UNDRIP. And, like in many other contexts, the Iziko Museum has faced
the challenge of identifying who remains actually belong to, given the complex devastation that colonialism wrought on the entire southern part of the
continent. Their astute discussion of what criteria to use reminds us that
questions of identity will continue to be difficult for most institutions.
I wanted to end this section with a short discussion of the Tarle, Nicholas, and Cardoso piece, which has intentionally taken a larger view on museum ethical standards and legislation that applies to museums. They revisit
legislation and guidelines in North America, Europe, Australia and New
Zealand, and Africa, and helpfully zero in on the issue of the display of
remains, something that is usually not addressed in these many sets of laws
and guidelines. Their review of North American and European museums
shows respectful steps taken to emphasize skeletal Ancestors’ humanity,
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and encourages introspection and dialogue, which should be useful to anyone working in a museum context. Furthermore, especially useful is their
discussion of how contemporary Europeans are desensitized to the display
of human remains, particularly those representing their own histories,
whereas people of their former colonies have valid ethical issues with such
displays. All of us who have had even the most basic training in anthropology should be cognizant of these kinds of cultural differences, and how institutions can encourage or discourage participation with their educational
materials.

Community-driven work
Last, but certainly not least, this volume features four chapters that highlight the values, practices, and ethics that descendants themselves bring to
repatriation and to the reclamation of Ancestors. Aranui and Mamaku,
Jacobs and coworkers, and Schaepe and Rowley detail the narratives of
three repatriation projects, from New Zealand, Ontario, and British Columbia, respectively. Additionally, Nichols’s project on the forensic identification of graves at the Brandon Residential School site in Manitoba shows
us that multiple stakeholders can come together to enable healing from a
traumatic history.
First, although Schaepe and Rowley could have been placed in the “institutional work” section, the UBC/Stó:lō “Journey Home Project” started
with the question: “What does the community want to do with the remains
of their Ancestors held at our institution?” (Schaepe and Rowley, this volume, 140). This unabashed ceding of control over collections to descendant
communities is rare in the museum and institutional world. Further, most
scholarship that highlights Indigenous participation in anthropological
work comes out of Indigenous Archaeology, a method in archaeology that
privileges Indigenous techniques and worldviews. This pursuit has also included non-Indigenous people. Yet, Indigenous Archaeology was conceived
of, developed, and actualized by Indigenous scholars (i.e., Atalay 2006). It is
refreshing to see non-Indigenous scholars approach their work in a way that
centers, and not just includes, Indigenous concerns.
Thus, without repeating the stories of these community-driven projects (go read them!), what they have in common is 1) a deep attention to
descendant-generated research questions – or what Schaepe and Rowley name
as “community engaged science”; 2) using descendant concepts in the care
for the Ancestors; and 3) prioritizing Indigenous involvement, timelines, and
spaces in the journey toward re-interment and historical restoration. Jacobs
and coworkers, for example, show us that what a bioarchaeologist might recognize as a traditional research report can be written in language respectful
to descendant communities without losing any of the scientific information.
Their work proves, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that no archaeological or
bioarchaeological science is lost when modifying our language and research
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orientation to communicate greater respect and concern for an Indigenous
aesthetic. And Aranui and Mamaku’s narrative of the Karanga Aotearoa
Repatriation Programme (KARP) similarly stresses provenance, a concept
once again deeply familiar to all archaeologists and bioanthropologists.
Nichols’s work departs from the repatriation projects in this volume and
is focused on the forensic identification of grave sites that may contain the
remains of Sioux Valley Dakota children forced to attend the Brandon Residential School in southern Manitoba. Here, her work is similar to that of
Simons, Martindale, and Wylie (this volume, Chapter 1). Additionally, and
with no small amount of ingenuity, she has brought together Sioux Valley
Dakota elders, an agricultural research center, other academics, and civil
servants to embark on the difficult process of documenting the resting
places of Indigenous children who never emerged from one of the many
institutions in Canada’s residential school system. Canadians have been
sensitized to Indigenous peoples’ traumatic experiences in governmental
schooling through their TRC. The United States, unfortunately, has yet to
even begin facing their own boarding school history. Nichols’s project, especially her careful narrative of its inception and development, has potential
to impact people and institutions beyond its region. Her work reminds me
of Dr. Erin Kimmerle’s excavations in the Florida panhandle at the Dozier
School for Boys (Kimmerle et al. 2016), a project that was recently dramatized in Colson Whitehead’s Pulitzer Prize-winning novel The Nickel Boys
(2019). Investigating these kinds of “schools” anthropologically and historically certainly teaches us about colonization, racialization, and discrimination in general. Yet, these events and processes can often seem remote and
faceless. Forensic anthropology and archaeology, when put into the service
of addressing remote or recent historical trauma, personalizes that history.
We are compelled here to empathize with the experiences of individuals,
their families, and their communities, and that can be a more powerful way
to engage with any past.
Therefore, the commitment to extensive dialogue that community-driven
and descendant-focused projects can bring to anthropological scholarship
represents a different level of value, one that goes beyond a non-Indigenous
desire to listen and learn from Indigenous experiences. These projects have
no interest in capitulation to colonial norms or structures, and the people
involved – at least I get this sense – are not going to settle for anything less
than what Indigenous descendant communities want. Although their work
is difficult, the scope of their projects also allows for greater emphasis on
rejecting the control that generations of colonial collection inspired and enabling descendants to reclaim their histories.

Conclusion
We need more volumes like this one to inspire people working at all levels of anthropological, museum, and Indigenous cultural heritage to keep working or
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to start work anew. There are many expected and unexpected constraints involved in this work, not the least of which are the places in which scholars are
expected to publish. For example, part of what keeps biological anthropologists and bioarchaeologists away from repatriation work is the unfortunate
disciplinary perception that it does not represent real research. The major
journals for the field privilege hypothesis-driven articles, and most graduate
students are trained to strive for successful publication of whatever research
projects they individually craft for their dissertations. Therefore, it is edited
volumes like this that are able to show us how repatriation is research and how
collaboration enhances repatriation work. The “pure research” atmosphere
has loosened somewhat in archaeology, but until bioarchaeologists make a
collective decision to find the work of repatriation important – not just to
their sense of ethics, but to their entire discipline – we will have to settle for
the edited volume and book formats. Furthermore, repatriation and reburial
have the uncomfortable status of something “political” within scientific anthropology. However, even bioarchaeologists have begun to more actively use
sociocultural theory that embraces the political and historical in the work
they publish in their books and edited volumes. I see a potential opening in
this experimentation with theory where repatriation and the values of Indigenous and other descendant communities may possibly enter.
Lastly, we all know that repatriation is a complex and difficult process,
as every single contribution to this volume shows. But we should not, then,
assume that the collection and appropriation of Indigenous and colonized
peoples’ Ancestors was, by contrast, simple or easily accomplished. The material and actual project of colonialism was oppressive, brutal, and sometimes diabolical work. Worse, the intellectual and actual frameworks that
support colonial projects around the world are frequently still in place, so
that decolonizing work, whether it be repatriation or other forms of restitution, must run up against the very structures that enabled the original
dispossession and appropriation. Therefore, just as the project of collection
was and is an iterative process – more and more and more must be added –
so repatriation should be. Each time an Ancestor goes home, it is a victory.
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