Return of human remains

Sir, we were taken aback by statements quoted in your recent article about museum responses to claims for repatriating human remains (Museums Journal October 2006, p 7). We do not wish to comment on the two specific cases mentioned, but we strongly feel that opinions expressed by two prominent representatives from the museum sector are misleading and send the wrong message with regard to the de-accessioning and return of human remains. The guidance document published by the DCMS, in association with the revised Human Tissue Act, gives clear recommendations to museums and other institutions with skeletal holdings about best practice in dealing with claims over contested human remains. It is certainly not the intention of these documents to expect museums to do “…anything less than finding a way to repatriate human remains” (Tristram Besterman), nor is it in keeping with these recommendations to “…encourage museums that return is the right thing to do” (Maurice Davies). 

The formulation of current Government guidance took a practicable and balanced view after consultation with the widest possible range of stakeholders. It gave museums the power to de-accession remains, yet decidedly stepped back from demanding them to be proactive in this respect. Museums are, instead, expected to carefully assess inquiries from claimant communities by considering whether genealogical, religious or cultural affiliations would justify the return of human remains, and whether scientific or other public interests stand against it. By no means does this have to result in repatriation. In contrast, quotations in your article imply that de-accessioning is the gold standard for museums, which is likely to encourage these and comparable institutions to act in obvious breech of existing guidelines. We would like to remain confident that the Museums Journal does not attempt to promulgate views and recommendations in which the Museums Association can call upon its members to ignore best practice and circumvent Government policies.

Holger Schutkowski, for the British Association for Biological Anthropology and Osteoarchaeology

