
Extinction Threatens Australian Anthropology 
Moves 

in universities and 

A recent amendment to a state law of 
Victoria, southern Australia, threatens 
to end physical anthropology as a serious 
science in that country. By 25 August the 
University of Melbourne must hand over 
its substantial and important collection 
of more than 800 Aboriginal skeletal re- 
mains to the Victoria Museum, where 
they will rest until a state-appointed 
committee of Aboriginal people decides 
upon their fate. The museum has a col- 
lection of some 600 skeletal remains, 
which are also under consideration. "We 
start from the position that everything 
must return home, to be reburied," Jim 
Berg, executive officer of the Victorian 
Aboriginal Legal Service told Science. 

The university and museum material 
includes skeletons and crania ranging 
from less than 100 to more than 15,000 
years old, and represents the bulk of 
Australia's most significant physical an- 
thropological collections. "This is a very 
critical situation," comments Alan 
Thorne, an anthropologist at the Austra- 
lian National University, Canberra. 
Thorne has for some time been consult- 
ing with representatives of the Aborigi- 
nal community on ways to establish a 
compromise between scientific and cul- 
tural interests, which have been in un- 
easy balance for the past several years. 
"The speed of recent developments has 
taken the scientific community by sur- 
prise, and there is a great deal of uncer- 
tainty about what will happen now." 

Thorne visited the neighboring state of 
New South Wales in early July and dis- 
covered that the national park service 
was sketching out plans for "permanent 
storage" of the Lake Mungo remains, 
which include two complete crania dated 
at about 30,000 years old and another 
that might be almost twice that age. 
Some Aboriginal groups in that state are 
urging the reburial of all this material, 
whereas others would be satisfied with a 
shift to the Aborigines of control of ac- 
cess to the remains. New South Wales 
does not yet have a law on the preserva- 
tion of relics identical to the one in 
Victoria, but, says Thorne, existing leg- 
islation could be used to allow the Ab- 
original community to achieve its aims. 

These latest developments regarding 
skeletal remains are taking place in the 
context of a surge of federal and state 
initiatives to compensate the Aboriginal 
community for the appalling treatment it 
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by Aborigines to impound and rebury skeletal remains 
museums could end physical anthropology in Australia 

received from the European settlers, 
both last century and this. Aborigines 
were either slaughtered or driven from 
their lands, and were often featured in 
anthropology texts in less than flattering 
comparisons with nonhuman primates. 
Burial sites were excavated and the skel- 
etal and cultural material curated with- 
out regard to Aborigines' beliefs or feel- 
ings, much as once happened at Ameri- 
can Indian sites. 

Most federal and state attention is 
currently being focused on the restitu- 
tion of land rights and the provision of 
proper medical and educational facili- 
ties. But the return of cemetery material 
to the Aboriginal community and the 

Back to earth? 
A 10,000-year-old skull from Kow Swamp, 
being considered for reburial. 

reburial of skeletal remains has become 
an issue of great symbolic significance 
and passion, and many groups appear to 
want to move quickly while they still 
have the initiative. By comparison with 
American Indians, who for the most part 
are cooperating with archeological and 
anthropological researchers, the Austra- 
lian Aborigines have more voter power 
and therefore more political muscle. 

The recent developments switched 
into high gear in April when Berg threat- 
ened legal action against the Victoria 
Museum 3 days before Thorne was due 
to take two skulls-Kow Swamp 1 and 
Keilor-to the American Museum of 
Natural History in New York, for its 
Ancestors exhibit (Science, 4 May, p. 
477). Under existing legislation the Vic- 
toria Museum was required to obtain 
permission from the minister of planning 
before loaning Aboriginal material to 
other institutions. Museum authorities 

realized that under the prevailing climate 
of opinion they were unlikely to receive 
permission, and so decided not to chal- 
lenge Berg's injunction. Thorne arrived 
in New York empty-handed. 

With that victory under his belt, and 
with the amendment the same month of 
the Archeological and Aboriginal Relics 
Preservation Act, which made it an of- 
fense to possess or display skeletal mate- 
rial without ministerial permission, Berg 
decided to go for bigger stakes. "I dis- 
covered that the University of Mel- 
bourne had a very large collection of 
skeletons, and I decided I would have 
them taken to the museum, as provided 
for under the act." As executive officer 
of the Aboriginal Legal Service, Berg is a 
warden under the act. 

The vice-chancellor asked Berg to 
leave the university premises when he 
attempted to inspect the collection on 21 
May. Berg then filed an injunction on 24 
May, preventing the university from re- 
moving the remains to anywhere other 
than the Victoria Museum. A week later 
the university appealed the injunction 
and sought permission to retain the col- 
lection, but learned it had lost its case on 
18 June. The entire collection must now 
be transferred to the custody of the mu- 
seum by 25 August. 

"The desecration of burial sites and 
the locking away in museums of our 
ancestral remains has shown a complete 
lack of respect for the Aboriginal com- 
munity," says Berg. "It causes us great 
anxiety and distress. So you can imagine 
that arguments by anthropologists that 
these represent important scientific col- 
lections don't go down well with the 
Aboriginal community." There is there- 
fore a strong feeling that all the most 
recent skeletal remains should be re- 
turned to the appropriate burial sites. 
"Whether it will all be reburied is still a 
matter for discussion in the committee. 
Personally, I would prefer to see every- 
thing returned." 

Thorne concedes that the Aborigines' 
moral case is unassailable. He also ac- 
knowledges that any scientific argument 
would be more likely to succeed if he 
could cooperate with Aboriginal physical 
anthropologists, but there are none. He 
and others will, nevertheless, argue the 
case for keeping some kind of reference 
collection of relatively recent skeletons, 
"because modern material is important 



for making comparisons and for measur- 
ing changes through time. " 

Included in the Melbourne collection 
is a series of 50 crania from Coobool 
Creek, all of which date to around 10,000 
years. Milford Wolpoff, of the Universi- 
ty of Michigan, had planned to study this 
series later this month in an attempt to 
address one of the most interesting ques- 
tions of Australian prehistory: did the 
indigenous population derive from two 
separate migrations of Indonesian and 
South Asian people some 40,000 years or 
so ago? Migrations are frequently hy- 
pothesized in prehistory but are often 
difficult to investigate. The Australian 
material, particularly Coobool with its 
age intermediate between the supposed 
event and the present, offers an unparal- 
leled opportunity to test a specific case. 
According to Thorne, the Coobool mate- 
rial is likely to be reburied. 

Although there is a good deal of uncer- 
tainty about the pace of future events, 
discussions on the fate of various parts 
of the university and museum collections 
are expected to spread over months rath- 
er than weeks. "We will start from the 
position that everything should be put 
back in the ground, but we are prepared 
to discuss individual cases," a lawyer for 
the Aboriginal Legal Service told Sci- 
ence. "People who want to do research 
will have to justify its importance." 

Meanwhile, Australian archeologists, 
who have been very active in raising the 
consciousness of the Aboriginal commu- 
nity to their heritage, are beginning to 
face potential problems themselves. Ac- 
cording to several anthropologists in 
Victoria, reburial may eventually include 
cultural material in addition to skeletons, 
which, for archeologists, would be a 
cruel twist of irony. And the strength of 
feeling that is gathering can be further 
judged by the demands, now beginning 
to be voiced, that books containing sa- 
cred Aboriginal pictures should be re- 
moved from libraries. 

There is a clear parallel between 
American Indians and Australian Ab- 
origines in terms of the iniquities dealt 
them throughout history, but the con- 
temporary combination of others' guilt 
and their own political clout appears to 
be handing the Aborigines an opportuni- 
ty to grasp much more quickly and more 
completely what they now want: to 
wrest their heritage from the hands of 
their colonizers. But whether burying 
the whole of their heritage is the best 
way to preserve it, rather than entering 
into a collaborative scholarly apprecia- 
tion of it as the American Indians have, 
is a matter that requires some dispas- 
sionate discussion.-ROGER LEWIN 

more usual practice in industry of 

New NSF Chief Asks looking at both the margin and the 
"base," or total previous budget, to 

Hard Look at Budget establish priorities. 
Some observers are interpreting 

Knapp who is returning to Los Alamos 
National Laboratory. Bloch was 
named to a recess appointment on 2 
July, which would give him legal 
standing as director for the rest of this 
Congress pending Senate confirma- 
tion. Bloch, however, is winding up his 
duties at IBM and has not yet been 
sworn in. Knapp is expected to remain 
as operating head of NSF until Sep- 
tember when Bloch is scheduled to 
take over formally.-JOHN WALSH 

Science Panel Plans 
Bush Report Update 

The House Science and Technolo- 
gy Committee will embark in January 
on a 2-year study of U.S. science 

SCIENCE. VOL. 225 




