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REFUGEES: WORLDWIDE DISPLACEMENT
AND INTERNATIONAL RESPONSE

by Stephen C. Lubkemann

[Editors’ Note: This article offers an anthropologi-
cal perspective on one of the international
community’s most pressing moral and ethical dilem-
mas today: the massive forced displacement of large
numbers of people to escape war, persecution, and
natural disasters. The article offers definitions, analy-
ses of causes and effects, case studies, and a discus-
sion of international policies and dilemmas.]

T
hroughout history people have been forced
to flee their homes in order to escape war,
persecution, and natural disasters. The twen-

tieth century has witnessed massive forced migra-
tions. Political conflicts have been motivated by the
widespread growth of ethno-nationalism, resistance
to colonial rule, and the “Cold War” confrontation
between capitalism and communism. Economic pro-
cesses such as impoverishment due to development
policies and global environmental degradation also
have resulted in widespread population displace-
ment.

Forced migration has been particularly af-
fected by the emergence of “total warfare” in which
non-combatants have increasingly borne the brunt
of wartime violence. According to the Independent
Commission on International Humanitarian Issues,
95% of the casualties suffered in World War I were
combatants and only 5% were civilians, whereas in
most current conflicts civilians often account for
90% or more of wartime casualties. Technology has
also greatly increased the destructiveness of armed
conflict thus causing greater displacement to occur.

Refugees and Internally Displaced Persons
While attempts to assist uprooted people occurred
throughout history, only in the twentieth century
did international standards and institutions for pro-
tecting displaced people emerge. The 1951 United
Nations Refugee Convention defines “refugees” as
“individuals who are outside their own country and
are unable to return as a result of a well-founded
fear of persecution on grounds of race, religion, na-
tionality, political opinion, or membership of a so-
cial group.” Refugees are entitled to safe asylum,
education, and medical care, and to not be repatri-
ated against their will. The rights of refugees also
include freedom of thought, of movement, and free-
dom from torture or degrading treatment. The con-
vention defines the duties of states to uphold these
rights as a matter of international law. It also re-
quires refugees to uphold the laws of their host coun-
tries and to be non-combatants.

It is important to understand that displace-
ment is a process that includes but is not limited to
those who meet the legal criteria for “refugee” sta-
tus (often called “Convention Refugees”). In fact,
the vast majority of those who are forcibly uprooted
from their homes do not fit the criteria that would
allow them to be categorized as “Convention Refu-
gees.” Some are internally displaced persons within
their own countries (known as “IDPs”). Others have
been forced to move for reasons other than those
specified in the convention, such as natural disas-
ters, environmental degradation, or extreme eco-
nomic duress. The number of those who are dis-
placed worldwide is thus three or four times larger



Page 2

AnthroNotes  Volume 23  No. 2  Fall 2002nthroNotes

than the number of those who are officially desig-
nated as  “Convention refugees.” Those without
“Convention refugee” status are not entitled to the
legal protections that the Convention affords.

Moreover, those adversely affected by dis-
placement often include people other than forced
migrants themselves—such as the host populations in
the impoverished third world nations where most
uprooted people are re-settled. Thus the majority of
those who suffer as a result of displacement do not
benefit from the legal rights and entitlements afforded
to “Convention Refugees” by international law.

Complex Causes and Effects
Displacement is one of humanity’s harshest and most
traumatizing conditions and thus constitutes one of
the international community’s most pressing moral
and ethical dilemmas for the 21st century. Armed
conflict has persisted sometimes for decades in many
places throughout the world such as Angola, Soma-
lia, Sri Lanka, Kurdistan, Colombia, Rwanda, Af-
ghanistan, Palestine, and Kashmir. In such contexts,
displacement is not an exceptional interruption in the
flow of “normal” life. Instead it has become an inte-
gral feature of social life that shapes all aspects of ev-
eryday routine. Anthropologists who strive to un-
derstand how social and cultural life are organized in
these societies must examine how displacement af-
fects many different dimensions of social life, includ-
ing subsistence strategies, household formation, gen-
der relations, and national identity.

In my own work with Mozambicans who fled
their country’s civil war, fifteen years of displacement
resulted in radical changes in the way residence and
marriage were organized. While leaving their wives
and children in safe areas within Mozambique, many
men migrated to South Africa to avoid being con-
scripted by the military. Because the war persisted
for so long, many of these men eventually constituted
second households by also marrying South African
women. Although polygyny (men having multiple
wives) was already a feature of these men’s society, it
had never before been “transnationalized” in this way.
In this case long-term displacement created a new form
of transnational community in which households,
kinship networks, and economic strategies spanned

international borders. This form of social organiza-
tion had not existed before the war but persisted af-
ter it.

Over the last three decades social scientists
and policy-makers have begun to recognize refugees
as more than simply the unfortunate by-products of
conflict. They have started to study how displacement
and forced migration affect broader processes of so-
cial change and international security. Some of the
issues and phenomena that affect displacement and
are, in turn, influenced by refugees are development,
demographic change, immigration, ethno-national-
ism, public health, the environment, and conflict reso-
lution. In the social sciences anthropologists have
played a leading role in investigating the causes, orga-
nization, and effects of displacement and have focused,
in particular, on how displacement affects social rela-
tions, organizations, and identities.

Causes of Displacement
Typically those fleeing wars and political violence
have been designated “involuntary migrants” as dis-
tinguished from “voluntary migrants,” a term reserved
for those who migrate primarily to improve their
economic situation. Increasingly anthropologists have
questioned the sharpness of the distinction between
political and economic motives for migration by
showing that political conflict and economic well-
being are often closely related. Researchers have
pointed out that people who migrate because their
economies or subsistence environment have been
devastated by war are also “involuntary migrants,”
even if they have not been directly targeted by mili-
tary violence. In places like the Sudan or Ethiopia,
governments have forbidden the distribution of food
aid in insurgent areas in an effort to starve popula-
tions thought to be harboring enemy troops.

Wars also can produce forced migration by
constricting the options that people have for coping
with adverse environmental conditions. During times
of famine in Mozambique, rural peasants tradition-
ally coped with food shortages by temporarily mov-
ing to urban centers where they could find short-term
work, enabling them to purchase food. However,
during the Mozambican civil war, the fact that the
government held most of the urban areas while the
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insurgency held rural areas made it virtually impos-
sible to safely transit back and forth between the two.
Intense drought conditions resulted in massive forced
migration across international borders because the po-
litical conditions of the war impeded traditional
mechanisms for coping with environmental hardship.
Such examples demonstrate how economic, environ-
mental, and political processes can be complexly in-
terrelated in ways that make it difficult to reasonably
distinguish “political” from “economic” motives, or
migration as either “voluntary” or “involuntary.”

Political processes such as nationalism and
state-building can result in different forms of displace-
ment. The Indonesian government has pursued a
policy of forcibly relocating many of its citizens of
the dominant ethnic group on the main island of Java
to outlying islands in an attempt to influence the eth-
nic balance of power and cultural practices of ethnic
minorities. This policy of “transmigration” is a de-
liberate attempt to build a unified national identity
by “Javanizing” ethnic minorities. Unsurprisingly this
policy has aggravated ethnic tensions and resulted in
violent conflict that has produced displacement in its
own right.

Development initiatives are another major
cause of displacement. Colonial development projects
often displaced tens or even hundreds of thousands
of people to make room for settlers (as in South Af-
rica, Zimbabwe, Mexico, and the United States) or
to complete projects such as building massive dams.
American anthropologist Elizabeth Colson has con-
ducted one of the most important studies of the long-
term social effects of development-induced displace-
ment in her fifty years of research on the Gwembe
Tonga in Zambia. The Tonga were displaced as the
result of a dam project. The ongoing construction of
the massive Three Gorges Dam on China’s Yellow
River provides a contemporary example of a major
development project that will eventually displace up
to 10 million people.

Economic and applied anthropologists also
have shown how prevailing macro-economic policies
such as “structural adjustment” can affect social and
political environments in ways that produce forced
relocation. Structural adjustment economic policies
generally oblige governments to reduce their public

expenditures, often resulting in the loss of jobs and
public services. These policies also can produce cost-
of-living increases as governments stop subsidizing
the cost of food or other basic amenities. Anthro-
pologist James Ferguson demonstrates the conse-
quences of such policies in Zambia where people who
have worked their entire lives in urban areas have
been forced to relocate to less expensive rural areas
and to pursue unfamiliar agricultural subsistence strat-
egies.

More recently, environmental degradation
also has been identified as a major cause of forced
migration. Researchers working in Bangladesh and
Africa coined the term “environmental refugees” to
refer to those displaced because of environmental deg-
radation or natural disasters such as earthquakes,
floods, and volcanic eruptions. Although it is caused
by natural events such as these, environmental dis-
placement also is influenced by social, political, and
economic factors. People who are economically and
politically marginalized are more likely to have to
live in areas vulnerable to catastrophic events and are
thus more likely to become environmental refugees.
Research is just beginning to consider the potential
effects of worldwide environmental trends such as
global warming on the potential future displacement
of such marginal populations as those bordering the
Sahel in Africa.
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Effects of Displacement
Displacement has a broad range of political, economic,
social, and psychological effects, which anthropolo-
gists and other social scientists have begun to focus
their research attention on. The experience of dis-
placement, particularly when it is prolonged, often
leads to the forging of socio-political consciousness
and national political identity. Millions of Palestin-
ians, Rwandese, and Afghanis have been living in
camps or other forms of exile for decades. In such
cases, multiple generations actually have been born
and grown up in conditions of displacement. Con-
trary to prevalent media depictions of refugees as
merely passive victims of larger circumstances, an-
thropologists working with these populations have
demonstrated how the experience of prolonged dis-
placement can motivate people to politically organize
and react against the perceived causes of their displace-
ment. Not surprisingly, refugee camps in Palestine
and Afghanistan have proven to be fertile recruiting
grounds for military groups fighting against Israel and
in successive conflicts in Afghanistan. Both the
Taliban and the earlier anti-Soviet mujaheddin move-
ments, which the Taliban ousted, originated within
Afghan refugee communities in Pakistan.

Anthropologists working with refugees in
Kenya, the Democratic Republic of the Congo,
Uganda, Macedonia, Turkey, Rwanda and Burundi
also have examined how national political stability
can be affected when massive population movements
influence ethnic composition and balances of power
within host countries. For example, during the inter-
national coalition’s war against Iraq in 1990, Turkey
feared that a massive influx of ethnic Kurds from Iraq
would further strengthen the Kurdish resistance
movement within its own borders. Turkey, there-
fore, refused entry to displaced Kurds attempting to
flee the regime of Saddam Hussein.

The rapid arrival of large numbers of desti-
tute and desperate refugees usually has significant,
though often contradictory and socially differentiated
economic impacts on host populations. Researchers
in East Africa have demonstrated how the arrival of
large numbers of refugees may drive down the price
of labor in host areas. This may provide a boon, on
the one hand, to more wealthy segments of the host

population who are in a position to hire labor. How-
ever, it may also drive down wages and increase com-
petition for jobs with other poorer locals who also
subsist by providing labor. Similarly massive popula-
tion influxes may increase pressure on scarce resources
such as land or fuel. The influx of Mozambican refu-
gees into Zimbabwe during the 1980s eventually pro-
duced a popular backlash because there was already
stiff competition for land within Zimbabwe, and
Mozambicans were occupying more and more of it.
Such effects can increase socio-economic differentia-
tion (i.e. increasing the gap between the rich and poor)
within host populations, creating new forms of so-
cial tension and conflict. These socio-economic im-
pacts are particularly pronounced in many third
world countries that bear the brunt of the world’s
refugee burden, and in which poverty may already
be widespread.

These impacts are likely to be further pro-
nounced if displaced populations do not settle in vis-
ible refugee camps or receive official assistance but
rather “self-settle” in the midst of host populations.
Anthropologists working in Africa and Latin America
have provided most of the few in-depth examinations
of these so-called “self-settled” refugees. Throughout
the 1970s and into the 1980s, there was evidence that
many self-settled refugees were able to successfully
integrate into local host communities in rural border
areas, usually by drawing on extended kinship or eth-
nic ties that spanned these borders. Recent work by
anthropologists points to the fact that an increasing
number of the self-settled seem to be establishing
themselves in major urban centers rather than in ru-
ral areas bordering their countries of origin. While it
is clear that the self-settled comprise a majority of
the displaced (some estimates range as high as 80% of
all displaced), exact estimates are hard to come by.
Since the majority of these individuals are technically
illegal immigrants, they have a vested interest in con-
cealing their national origins in order to avoid depor-
tation.

Anthropologists have been particularly suc-
cessful and pioneering in working with self-settled
refugees because their fieldwork methods allow them
better access to these populations. Through long-term
interaction with their subjects, anthropologists are



Page 5

AnthroNotes  Volume 23  No. 2  Fall 2002

able to build stronger, more trusting relationships
than are possible through other methods. This rap-
port also provides for a deeper and more holistic un-
derstanding of the complex social effects of displace-
ment. Many anthropologists have consequently be-
come strong advocates for the refugee populations
with whom they work. The precarious legal status of
many displaced people and their traumatic histories
force anthropologists to grapple with difficult ethi-
cal dilemmas and with the challenge of how best to
protect their research collaborators.

Anthropologists have increasingly examined
how displacement is a highly gendered process that
reorganizes social relations and identities. In many
refugee situations women and children comprise over
80% of the refugee population. There is also evidence
that wartime violence and displacement often have
more negative economic and social effects on women
than on men. For example, refugee women are usu-
ally more vulnerable to predatory sexual violence than
refugee men. A great deal of policy research has at-
tempted to identify the most “vulnerable groups”
within displaced populations, such as women-headed
households, children, the elderly, and those with dis-
abilities, in order to identify ways to provide greater
assistance and protection.

Anthropologists have shown that culturally-
specific social systems play an important role in con-
stituting vulnerability. Vulnerability is not merely a
function of biological factors such as age or sex. It is
primarily related to the ways in which social roles
bind people to certain obligations and entitle them
to certain rights. Social roles vary widely across dif-
ferent cultures. In my own work in Mozambique, I
was able to show organizations assisting refugees that
their assumptions that elderly widows were more vul-
nerable than elderly widowers was incorrect because
it did not account for the way the local kinship sys-
tem worked. In this particular social context, elderly
women almost always were supported not by their
husbands but by their sons and his wife or wives.
Elderly men, on the other hand, depended on their
wives for support. The loss of a spouse was therefore
much more consequential for elderly men than for
elderly women.

Displacement also may have profound effects
on the gendered distribution of labor, on the way
gendered relationships like marriage or parentage are
organized, and on how gendered and other social roles
change in terms of the obligations and rights these
imply. Thus, for example, in rural Mozambique, dis-
placement had profoundly disempowering effects for
women. It reconfigured gender relations and the so-
cial institution of marriage in very detrimental ways
for many women. Displaced women who resettled
in refugee camps were unable to engage in subsistence
agriculture which was their primary economic activ-
ity and the basis of their social influence within their
households. On the other hand, many men were able
to continue their primary economic activity—labor
migration. The fact that many of these migrant men
took additional wives in their migration destinations
also disempowered their Mozambican wives. These
wives who remained behind in refugee camps found
it difficult to claim their share of their husbands’ earn-
ings. Conversely, in other contexts, such as among
Eritrean refugees settled in Canada, women have been
able to assume new social roles previously unavail-
able to them, resulting in their relative empowerment
vis-à-vis Eritrean men.

The experience of having to adapt to an unfa-
miliar social and cultural environment can make
forced migration and resettlement particularly diffi-

Lubkemann with Mozambicans in South Africa
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cult experiences. It is important to realize that dis-
placed people arrive in new societies with their own
sets of values and aspirations. The maintenance of
particular cultural differences may become crucial to
refugee constructions of meaningful identities and life
strategies in novel social environments. For example,
several anthropologists who have worked with
Hmong refugees from Cambodia in the U.S. have
noted the critical role that religion has continued to
play in organizing these refugee communities and in
constituting a sense of social identity.

Differences between the cultural norms of
refugees and those of host societies concerning ap-
propriate codes of social behavior sometimes create
tensions between refugees and the communities in
which they have resettled. Exposure to new value
systems and cultural norms can also generate conflict
within refugee communities and households them-
selves. Men and women, or different generations, of-
ten have divergent views about which features of their
own original culture should be maintained and which
from the new host society should be adapted as their
own. Anthropologists working with Afghani and
Laotian refugees in the U.S. and with the Palestin-
ians in Germany have taken particular note of
intergenerational differences in how parental author-
ity is regarded. For example, anthropologist Dima
Abdulrahim has documented the disputes that arise
within Palestinian refugee households in Germany
over whether or not fathers should have the right to
dictate whom their daughters should marry.

Those studying other groups such as the
Sudanese or Ethiopians in the U.S., the Mozambicans
in South Africa, or the Burundians in Tanzania have
noted how internal tensions and arguments often
emerge over changing norms in the way gender roles
and relationships are defined. In my own work I found
that Mozambican women who joined their husbands
in South Africa often observed that there was a greater
sharing of domestic tasks by men in South African
households. They consequently began to question the
gendered division of labor within their own house-
holds. Mozambican men resisted the erosion of their
privileges. In many cases they eventually went out of
their way to avoid having their Mozambican wives
join them in South Africa in order to prevent them
from exposure to new norms.

Effects on Health
The psychological effects of exposure to violence and
displacement are attracting increased attention from
mental health experts, including medical and psycho-
logical anthropologists. The trauma of displacement
can make adaptation to new and unfamiliar social and
cultural environments particularly difficult. Anthro-
pologists have demonstrated how different cultural
beliefs play a central role in the way individuals in-
terpret and cope with traumatic experiences such as
displacement. The challenges of adaptation may be
further intensified by the uncertainty and insecurity
of temporary status or a sense of being highly con-
strained in a refugee camp environment. Prolonged
dependence on aid in long-term refugee camp situa-
tions can lead to diminished self-esteem and a sense
of dependency and disempowerment.

One of the most fruitful recent areas of col-
laboration between researchers and organizations as-
sisting refugees has been in understanding and im-
proving humanitarian reactions to the health prob-
lems faced in complex emergencies. The catastrophic
mortality rates in the Rwandan refugee camps in east-
ern Zaire  (now the Democratic Republic of the
Congo) sounded a wake-up call within the humani-
tarian community that has since sparked greater col-
laboration with the CDC (Center for Disease Con-
trol), as well as research and training programs on
refugee health at leading schools of public health such
as Johns Hopkins and Columbia University.

In 1999 the National Research Council Com-
mittee on Population created a Roundtable on Forced
Migration to assess and encourage research on the
demographic effects of displacement. Research on
refugee mortality and morbidity represents only the
first step in a much needed examination of the broader
demographic effects of forced migration. It is worth
noting that Africa is the continent with the greatest
number of IDPs (internally displaced persons), the
world’s highest fertility rates, fastest urban growth,
and highest rates of HIV. Remarkably, however, the
relationship of forced migration to these important
demographic processes has scarcely been examined
to date.
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The Anthropology of Humanitarian Action
Anthropologists working on refugees have focused
largely on how displacement affects and is affected
by social organization. Increasingly many of us see
the necessity of also focusing on the larger political-
economic systems and organizations that intervene
in the lives of the displaced. The humanitarian re-
gime consists of those organizations that assist or in-
teract with displaced populations, the systemic rela-
tionships among these organizations, and their insti-
tutionalized set of practices. The anthropology of
humanitarian action focuses on the social, cultural,
economic, and political factors that shape those prac-
tices and the relationships of power among those or-
ganizations.

The UNHCR (United Nations High Com-
missioner for Refugees), created in 1950 after World
War II, following post war reconstruction in Europe,
continues to play the leading role in international
efforts to assist and protect refugees and displaced
people worldwide. Throughout the last decade of the
twentieth century, the number of “persons of con-
cern” to the UNHCR rose from 14.92 million to 22.26
million.

Regional international bodies such as the
OAU’s (Organization of African Unity) and the OAS
(Organization of American States) extended the defi-
nition of refugee to include individuals and groups
forced to flee their countries because of conditions of
generalized violence and insecurity rather than be-
cause of individual-specific persecution. At best these
criteria only have  been applied within these regions.
Unfortunately countries throughout the world in-
creasingly have followed the lead of Western Euro-
pean and North American governments in pursuing
more restrictive asylum granting policies that limit
the number of refugees allowed to settle within their
borders.

Such policies are a reaction by the govern-
ments of industrialized nations to two decades of rapid
growth in immigration. This flow has been caused
by people fleeing deteriorating political and economic
conditions in developing countries such as Haiti,
Mexico, and Nigeria and in former communist bloc
countries, such as Romania and Nicaragua. Such
people come seeking greater opportunity in the West.

The globalization of mass communication has in-
creased awareness of the opportunities available in
many industrialized nations. The development of
international transportation systems has facilitated
transcontinental travel. These aspects of globalization
have played an important role in motivating interna-
tional migration.

The UNHCR only can advise individual
states on how to interpret the Refugee Convention’s
criteria when applying these to individuals seeking
asylum within their own borders. Consequently gov-
ernments always have been able to restrict whom they
accept as refugees in ways that serve their political
and economic interests. Fears of the negative eco-
nomic effects of excessive immigration have led in-
dustrialized nations to interpret the convention’s cri-
teria in ever more restrictive terms. Thus, for example,
in several cases in North America during the 1990s,
courts recognized that asylum seekers fled their coun-
tries of origin because of a legitimate fear of violence
but still denied them refugee status, because it was
determined that they were being persecuted for “non-
political” reasons (such as sexual orientation or gen-
der).

Governments also have developed ways to
provide temporary relief for those fleeing insecurity
without incurring the legal obligations implied in
granting “convention refugee” status. Throughout
Europe and North America, different forms of TPS
(Temporary Protection Status) have emerged that
provide an interim solution to populations fleeing
generalized violence until it is safe for them to re-
turn. Initially put forth as a short-term measure, TPS
does not usually provide the social benefits to which
refugees are entitled, such as education and employ-
ment or the possibility of seeking asylum or perma-
nent resettlement. However, the prolonged insecu-
rity and challenging conditions in countries such as
Liberia and Guatemala have led to annual renewals
of TPS status in the U.S.  for displaced populations
from these countries for up to a decade.

My work with Liberian refugees in the U.S.
has shown how the TPS status has had mixed effects.
On the one hand, it has constrained people’s economic
mobility and social integration into American soci-
ety. The constant uncertainty over whether TPS will
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be renewed serves as a disincentive for longer-term
social investment in their host communities. On the
other hand, the threat of TPS termination has mobi-
lized Liberian community members around a com-
mon cause as they lobby for permanent residence sta-
tus. This has allowed them to transcend longstanding
ethnic and socio-economic divisions that played a sig-
nificant role in causing the Liberian civil war in the
first place.

In the most extreme cases, industrialized na-
tions have resorted to more severe measures to pre-
vent the influx of forced migrants. European Union
states have refused entry to asylum seekers on the
grounds that they already had passed through “safe
countries” en route from their countries of origin.
Heavy fines have been imposed on airlines that trans-
port asylum seekers who do not already have visas.
Even more draconian and legally dubious measures
have involved intercepting refugees before they ar-
rive on host country shores and turning them back
without asylum hearings. This was the U.S.
government’s policy towards thousands of Haitian
boat people who sought to land on American shores
during the 1990s. This package of increasingly restric-
tive measures represent a policy of “containment,”
often described as an attempt to create “fortress” re-
gions that make access to forced and
other migrants more difficult.

Such policies have not
stemmed the rising tide of forced
migrants. Instead they have pro-
duced greater levels of clandestine
immigration into industrialized na-
tions. Moreover they have placed the
economic burden of displacement on
other less-industrialized countries,
which are even more adversely af-
fected by massive refugee influxes.
Meanwhile the levels of financial as-
sistance that industrialized nations
provide to international organiza-
tions and developing nations to as-
sist refugees also has diminished.
Unsurprisingly, the willingness of
governments everywhere to host
refugees has eroded. In this environ-

ment refugees throughout the world have experienced
rising levels of violence and hostility from host popu-
lations and governments. Even governments that have
long proven to be generous hosts to large refugee
populations such as Iran and Tanzania undertook
large-scale forced repatriations during the late 1990s
and closed off their borders against further refugee
flows.

The restriction of asylum also increasingly
reduces the options for the displaced in ways that
subject them to greater risk of violence. One example
is the creation of so-called ‘safe zones’ within conflict
areas as an alternative to allowing refugees to cross
international borders. European Union countries al-
ready overwhelmed by massive population influxes
that resulted from the fall of the Berlin Wall urged
the creation of “safe zones” in Bosnia-Herzegovina
because of their reluctance to receive refugees from
the former Yugoslavia. However, insufficient mili-
tary means for ensuring their safety led to notorious
calamities in 1995 when the safe zones in Srebrenica
and Zepa were overrun, and thousands of Bosnian
civilians were massacred.

Restrictive immigration policies do not pre-
vent forced migration because they fail to address the

root causes of migration—namely
the precarious political and eco-
nomic conditions that compel
people to move. The growing world-
wide reluctance to accept refugee re-
settlement and the increasing trend
towards civil (as opposed to inter-
state) warfare has resulted in a dra-
matic increase in the number of IDPs
worldwide. The appointment in
1992 of the first UN Special Repre-
sentative on Internally Displaced
Persons represented a critical step in
institutionalizing international con-
cern for this issue.

The nature of post-Cold War
conflicts presents considerable new
challenges to organizations that want
to assist the displaced. Many civil
wars—such as those in the former
Yugoslavia and Rwanda—have been
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driven by ethno-nationalist sentiments aiming to cre-
ate ethnically homogeneous countries. In these con-
flicts military forces have directly targeted civilian
populations in an effort to eliminate or forcibly up-
root minorities—a process called “ethnic cleansing.”
In such cases humanitarian efforts to assist the dis-
placed do not serve the interest of warring parties
and are often hindered. Long-term solutions to the
displacement produced by ethnically-driven violence
may be particularly difficult to find. Repatriation at-
tempts that bring ethnic groups back into contact
often spark further violence, “revenge killings,” and
new displacement—as was most recently the case in
Kosovo.

In other situations warring parties have de-
veloped an interest in the persistence of conflict. The
“blood diamond trade” in Sierra Leone and narco-
trafficking in Colombia are cases in which the target-
ing of populations and ongoing displacement help
perpetuate the conditions of violence, instability, and
insecurity upon which illegal profitable activities
thrive. Finally, in places such as Somalia, humanitar-
ian aid itself has been increasingly appropriated by
combatants. In these cases, ironically, assistance is
transformed into a means for supporting the conflict
that is producing displacement in the first place!

The problems of IDPs and the fact that for-
tress policies do not successfully contain forced mi-
grations has led the international community to con-
sider how to prevent displacement in the first place,
by addressing its root causes. In the 1990s the inter-
national community took unprecedented steps by
intervening in the internal affairs of Iraq and Serbia
(Kosovo) in order to protect displaced people but also
to prevent forced migration flows across international
borders.

Ultimately, however, there is still reluctance
on the part of most states and international organiza-
tions to challenge the principle of national sovereignty
by interfering in the internal affairs of other coun-
tries. In conflicts that have produced large numbers
of IDPs such as in Sierra Leone, Iraq, Chechnya,
Colombia, and Bosnia-Herzegovina, assisting dis-
placed populations has  presented new challenges to
policy-makers. The UN is an organization premised
on the sovereignty of its members. Moreover the

UNHCR can only act at the request and with the
permission of sovereign governments. These realities
have made it difficult for the UNHCR to provide
assistance in some of these cases. The international
NGO (non-governmental organizations) community
remains divided on this issue. Some organizations have
taken positions in cases such as Sudan and Sierra Leone
that clearly prioritize assistance at the expense of con-
siderations of national sovereignty.

The Role of NGOs
Over the last three decades international NGOs, in-
cluding CARE, OXFAM, the International Rescue
Committee, Doctors Without Borders, Catholic Re-
lief Services, and Save the Children, have come to
play a pivotal role in organizing and providing assis-
tance to displaced and war-affected people worldwide.
Many of these organizations work with UNHCR,
doing much of the operational work on the ground.
Increasingly they have influenced policy-makers and
national governments by bringing the plight of dis-
placed people to the attention of the global media, as
in the recent cases of Rwanda and Kosovo.

Policy makers and humanitarian organiza-
tions have increasingly moved beyond merely pro-
viding assistance to protecting those assisted and those
assisting from violence. Some organizations in the
international humanitarian community have started
to place a greater emphasis on promoting the human
rights of the displaced. Thus the NGO, Doctors With-
out Borders—recipient of the 2000 Nobel Peace
Prize—publicly  denounces human rights violations,
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even if this insults a government and thereby pre-
vents them from carrying out assistance activities. In
some situations in which assistance has been diverted
to serve the interests of combatants (such as in the
Rwandan refugee camps in Eastern Zaire), or where
human rights violations have been particularly grave
(such as the Taliban’s mistreatment of women in Af-
ghanistan), some NGOs have ceased their assistance
activity altogether. Other organizations such as the
International Red Cross have chosen not to comment
on human rights violations and remain politically
neutral in order to continue providing assistance, even
if it is diverted or has unintended and undesired con-
sequences.

Humanitarian Action
Anthropologists have increasingly examined the ac-
tivities of the organizations that provide assistance to
refugees. Barbara Harrell-Bond’s landmark study,
Imposing Aid (1986), confronted humanitarian orga-
nizations with research demonstrating that their ac-
tivities were often more responsive to external pres-
sures such as funding and inter-organizational rivalry
than to the needs of the refugees themselves. My own
work with the Humanitarianism and War Project
showed how NGOs in Mozambique are primarily
accountable to the interests of the government agen-
cies that fund them rather than to the people who
receive their services. As a result, decisions are often
made that do not create sustainable solutions to the
problems that are most important to locals. Instead
assistance often serves to promote the international
visibility or political agendas of donors.

Anthropologists also have shown that hu-
manitarian assistance that does not create sustainable
solutions or use local capacities causes considerable
harm rather than helping refugee or other war-affected
populations. In Mozambique my work demonstrated
that the unwillingness of modern medical doctors to
work with traditional medical practitioners created
local suspicion and hostility that proved detrimental
to public health. Locals tended to visit traditional
medical practitioners first because they were less ex-
pensive. Since these practitioners had been alienated
by the hospital doctors, they rarely referred sick pa-
tients to hospitals but instead would refer them only

to other traditional medical practitioners. Conse-
quently, patients often would arrive at hospitals only
after a disease had progressed to a degree at which the
costs for curing it were exceedingly high.

There have been important, recent collabo-
rative attempts to improve humanitarian action and
advocacy. The establishment in the mid-1990s of
INTERACTION—a coalition  of  over  165 associa-
tions involved in humanitarian work—and the
SPHERE initiative, to establish a voluntary charter
with standards and ethical principles for humanitar-
ian action, represent important developments in this
direction.

Refugees and displacement are increasingly
recognized as only one aspect of a set of interrelated
political, economic, and military problems constitut-
ing what have come to be called “complex emergen-
cies.” Humanitarian assistance is only one component
necessary for the solution of these challenges and by
itself cannot solve the problems that displaced people
face. International humanitarian assistance continues
to gradually expand in scope to provide assistance to
all populations affected by displacement (including
IDPs, hosts, and even those left behind by forced
migrants in devastated war zones—the “displaced in
place”). However, it has become increasingly evident
that humanitarian action only can be effective if the
more fundamental political and economic roots of
displacement and conflict are addressed. Anthropolo-
gists will continue to play an important role in study-
ing the experiences of the displaced and the effects of
displacement. However, they also have an important
role to play in understanding the international po-
litical systems within which displacement occurs and
in identifying the social factors that constrain and
shape responses to displacement.

     (Continued on page 19)

Further Reading
Ahearn, Frederick L. ed. 2000. Psychosocial Wellness of Refu-
gees: Issues in Qualitative and Quantitative Research. Berghahn
Books.

Bascom, Jonathan. 1998. Losing Place: Refugees and Rural
Transformations in East Africa. Berghahn.

Black, Richard. 1998. Refugees, Environment, and Develop-
ment. Longman.
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TEACHER’S CORNER: REFUGEE  INTERNET RESOURCES
by Janet Soller

Library Resources
For a great on-line, current library resource, try
“InterAction” at www.interaction.org and click
“Search our Library.” After a visit to this site, a teacher
can develop diverse research activities that will spark
individual students or develop group projects on the
same subject across different countries. The library
holdings include documents, press releases, and up-
to-date “Monday Developments.” Searches can be by
geographical regions or countries. Some subjects in-
cluded in the extensive program areas are food pro-
duction, adoption, educational development, rural
development, and sustainable development.

Compassionate Action
For the passionate, human connection about refugees,
look at “Doctors without Borders,” at
www.doctorswithoutborders.org. Doctors without
Borders is a small group of French doctors who be-
lieve that all peoples have rights to basic human health
care. This site has an excellent section on fieldwork.
The “International Activity Reports” are organized
by country. A student can read about needle exchange
and first-aid programs in Barcelona; changes in Span-
ish immigration law; or, in addition to malnutrition,
there is an unprecedented malaria outbreak striking
over three million Burundi people.

Doctors without Borders has extensive de-
scriptions for the types of fieldwork volunteers they
need. Besides physical and mental health care profes-
sionals, they also need senior project coordinators
with advanced studies in areas such as anthropology
to manage their complex field projects.

Reading about a humanitarian organization
with real-life applications in the behavioral and so-
cial sciences may prove inspiring to students. Used
together or separately, these web sites offer  teachers
and students the basics of refugee study and exciting
learning experiences for all.

Janet Soller is deputy director for the Center for Gifted
Education Policy at the American Psychological Foun-
dation in Washington, D. C.

Internet resources abound for any subject and the
topic of  “refugee” is no different. Google will give
you over a million sites in less than .19 seconds. This
column will focus on three websites selected for their
special features of (1) comprehension www.unhcr.ch
(2) library resources www.interaction.org, and (3)
compassionate action www.doctorswithout borders.
org. The combination of all three provide an excel-
lent foundation for your specific purposes in your
classroom community.

Comprehension
For a helpful, over-all view of the topic, start with
UNHCR, The United Nations High Commission
for Refugees, and the UN Refugee Agency. The home
page’s well-organized, left-hand column includes ev-
erything from “Basic Facts” to “Research/Evaluation”
and “Statistics.” The quick find drop down window
is a treasure trove of keywords including children,
maps, women, internships, careers, and teaching tools.

UNCHR at www.unhcu.ca/ provides teach-
ing tools for elementary, middle, and high school
teachers by associating art, history, human rights,
geography, civic education, language, and literature
with the topic of “refugees.” The plans are divided
into three age groups and include detailed purpose,
background material, and student activities. The units
are particularly strong because they facilitate inter-
disciplinary connections to the social and behavioral
sciences.

Complete with photos and personal stories,
UNHCR has two exciting brochures, Refugee Teen-
agers and Children of Exile. Also check out the “Sta-
tistics” and “Careers” pages. The statistics page pro-
vides an opportunity for mathematics to come alive
and will help your students discern the importance
of a strong mathematical background. The career page
offers actual job openings, such as at the Senior Me-
dia Office, Islamabad, Pakistan, complete with job
descriptions.
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IN PRAISE OF ROBERT L. HUMPHREY
October 7, 1939 - November 15. 2002

One of the most important attributes that differentiates
our species from the rest of the animal kingdom is our
ability to laugh, and even more important, our ability
to laugh at ourselves.

— Robert L. Humphrey

“The best thing about AnthroNotes are the cartoons,”
said Dennis Stanford, director of the Smithsonian’s
Paleoindian Program. Our AnthroNotes readers en-
thusiastically agreed and often wrote praising the
publication’s articles and  cartoons. Bob Humphrey
died unexpectedly this past November (from com-
plications following a cerebral aneurysm), and we,
like hundreds of others, lost a friend, colleague, and
mentor, as well as an admired artist, cartoonist, and
humorist.

A serious artist with a large portfolio of ex-
hibited works in multiple media, Bob also enjoyed
doodling on the classroom blackboard and drawing
cartoons for his syllabi.  He had cartooned since the
1950s, but it is probably fair to say that his cartooning
career changed in 1978 when he drew a brochure  il-
lustration announcing a new, National Science Foun-
dation-funded George Washington University/
Smithsonian Institution Anthropology for Teachers
Program. This cartoon used in many contexts since,
was redrawn in 1998 replacing a cityscape with the
Smithsonian “castle,” making it a perfect frontispiece
for the Smithsonian Institution Press anthology,
Anthropology Explored: The Best of Smithsonian
AnthroNotes (Ruth Selig and Marilyn London, eds.),
illustrated by over 40 Humphrey cartoons.

In 1980, two years after AnthroNotes began,
we received a hand-written letter from Sol Tax, the
distinguished editor of Current Anthropology, con-
gratulating us on our new publication. “It seems to
me always good and  getting better!” he wrote. Tax
continued, “And Robert Humphrey is not just an
artist—he is the best anthropological cartoonist I can
recall.”

Trained in art history and anthropology, hold-
ing a Ph.D. in anthropology and archaeology from
the University of New Mexico, Bob came to George
Washington University (GWU) as an assistant pro-
fessor in 1967. He already had distinguished himself
by finding and describing in Science a possible link
between ancient Siberian spear points and those of
the Paleo-Indians. The evidence he described had been
found during  fieldwork in north Alaska alongside
fellow New Mexico graduate student Dennis
Stanford.

From the beginning of his teaching career,
Bob’s interests ranged beyond archaeology to the
whole area of how culture is communicated through
objects and visual images. He put together an inter-
disciplinary archaeology major at GWU and encour-
aged one of his finest students, Carolyn Rose, to de-
velop the new field of ethnographic conservation. In
cooperation with the Smithsonian Institution, GWU
students were trained to study, preserve and stabilize
objects rather than restore them to their original state
as art conservators are trained to do.

Bob taught courses in archaeology, cultures
of the Arctic, culture and the environment, art and
anthropology, and museum anthropology. At the end
of his first year teaching, the department chair wrote
in Bob’s annual report: “He gives every evidence of
developing into a truly outstanding teacher.…
Humphrey is an intellectual and very warm person
who lacks entirely those irritating idiosyncracies
popularly attributed to the gifted.”
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Bob directed programs in Mesoamerican ar-
chaeology, ecology, and history and established the
Museum Studies Program, serving as its first direc-
tor. He was his department’s chair for 12 years and
created exhibition space in the department’s offices.
After his retirement from GWU in 1998, Bob con-
tinued to cartoon for AnthroNotes. We were editing
this current issue when he died.

Bob never took himself too seriously, and in
his cartoon world he pokes fun at himself, but also at
anthropology, anthropologists, cartoonists, and
cartooning. For example, one cartoon illustration
shows a long line at the registration table for the
American Anthropological Association’s annual
meeting, with various anthropologists waiting to reg-
ister, along with representatives of the societies they
study, including a member of our closest relatives,
the chimpanzees.

Bob’s cartoons often gain their humor from
his ability to visually exaggerate an idea or subject
combined with a literal interpretation of words.
Reading an article on surviving on the bare essentials
led him to wonder just what are a bear’s essentials.

Bob created an entire visual world with his
cartoons; the themes and inhabitants of this world
reappear over and over: clovis points, mammoths, and
elephants; cave men and women, apes, and archae-
ologists. The humans and animals are often inter-
changeable, reflecting the anthropological perspective
that the human species is an animal species similar to
others in the natural world. Hence a Viking man ar-
rives on America’s shore and meets his counterpart,
the musk ox; but lo and behold, the Viking and musk
ox look alike.

Along similar lines, Bob loved to intermix
ancient and modern times. In one illustration, a
cave man is shown “playing golf” with a golf club
made from a stick and stone tool, while his wife
“files her nails” with a clovis point, her hair up in
curlers made of animal bones.

An article about language preservation among
the Mayan Indians found Bob drawing a “preserva-
tion” scene, with linguists “bottling” phrases that had
been spoken into “bubbles,” then “preserved” in can-
ning jars up on shelves, much like pickles or jam.
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Invention (and its close cousin artistic cre-
ation) is a deeply human characteristic, and the sub-
ject of many Humphrey cartoons. For example, a light
bulb goes off in a woman’s head as she watches her
husband fall to the ground, his chin dragged through
the earth  by the bison
he has been hunting,
giving her the idea of a
plow.

Bob loved to
take a familiar image
and put it into a sur-
prise context. One of
his cartoons shows the
familiar “Wheel of
Fortune,” with Vanna
White turning blocks
of letters spelling out
“Noam Chomsky.”
Three contestants sit at
the table with name
plates labeled Pan, Pongo, and Gorilla.

Finally, Bob’s cartoons speak to issues such
as repatriation, gender discrimination, cultural rela-
tivism and the question of universal human rights [see
page 9 of this issue]. As he said,

If we can  learn  to  laugh  at  ourselves, it
becomes very easy to see through racism, sex-
ism, fundamentalism, and all the other nasty
‘isms’ that our species is too often prey to.

In 2002 Bob proudly accepted, along with the
AnthroNotes editors, the Society for American Ar-
chaeology Award for Excellence in Education for
“presenting archaeological and anthropological re-
search to the public in an engaging and accessible style,
and for encouraging the study of these disciplines in
classrooms across the nation.”

In his essay, “The Art of Anthropology,” (An-
thropology Explored), Bob describes what cartooning

meant to him:

“The ability to make
and understand cartoons
represents some  of  the
most complex symbolic
thought, expression, and
self-reflection of which
humans are capable....As
an anthropologist, I par-
ticularly enjoy drawing
for AnthroNotes be-
cause I am able to work
as an artist and anthro-
pologist simulta-
neously.”

We will  miss  you,  Bob. On behalf of all the
AnthroNotes readers who have enjoyed your artistry
and humor these past 24 years, we express our heart-
felt thanks for all you did to create a world of irony
and humor, levity and  insight, which enriched ours
and others’ lives in immeasurable ways. Neither we
nor our readers will ever forget you.

by Ruth O. Selig with the other AnthroNotes editors,
Alison S. Brooks, Ann Kaupp, and JoAnne Lanouette.
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Repatriation at the Smithsonian’s National Museum of Natural History
by William T. Billeck

In August 1868, at Walnut Creek near Fort Larned,
Kansas, a Cheyenne child died and was  placed on a tra-
ditional burial scaffold near a recently abandoned Chey-
enne Sun Dance lodge, together with a variety of offer-
ings and remembrances. Soon after, U.S. Army soldiers
tracking the Cheyenne came upon the site. They took the
child’s remains and accompanying burial objects and sent
them to the Army Medical Museum in Washington,
D.C., a practice encouraged by the Army Surgeon Gen-
eral of the time. The burial frame and grave objects were
subsequently transferred to the National Museum of
Natural History (NMNH). The child’s remains have long
since been lost. The 36 objects in the funerary assemblage
accessioned into the NMNH included the burial frame,
buffalo hides, beaded cradle covers, trade blankets and
cloth, beaded bags, and several articles of clothing
(NMNH, 1996:18).

Under the federal repatriation laws enacted
in 1989 and 1990, museums throughout the United
States must return Native American remains and
burial objects in their collections to tribal groups with
which they are culturally linked. In July 1993, the
remains of over thirty Cheyenne were returned by
the National Museum of Natural History (NMNH)
to the tribe and re-interred   according to traditional
burial practices. The Cheyenne repatriation and the
reburial of the remains received widespread media
coverage. Many other tribal representatives who have
visited the NMNH Repatriation Office have seen the
film coverage and newspaper accounts that docu-
mented the repatriation  and consider it a model.

The story, however, did not end there. In Au-
gust 1996, Cheyenne elders and repatriation repre-
sentatives called a meeting of traditional and ceremo-
nial leaders and tribal members to voice their con-
cerns about repatriating the 36 burial objects from
Fort Larned, Kansas, including the heavy trade blan-
kets and several buffalo calf robes and hides. The items
deposited with the child would have undoubtedly
been highly prized given the circumstances of the
times, with the Cheyenne tribe facing extreme hard

ship, deprivation, and the coming winter cold. The
modern Cheyenne representatives knew these objects
would be reburied or burned upon their repatriation
to the tribe. Therefore, they questioned whether this
act would be the best way to uphold their people’s
values and pass them on to the next generation.
Connie Hart Yellowman, former Cheyenne-Arapaho
Tribes Supreme Court Judge and deputy director of
the Cultural Center, expressed her sentiment this way:

Think of the sacrifice that [the child’s]
burial represents...the Cheyenne couldn’t
go out and buy new blankets. Those
things show how much our people loved
that child. There’s nothing I could do to-
day to equal what they did for her...I do
not want to be part of the generation that
is part of the destruction of these objects.
For nearly 130 years, no Cheyenne saw
[these objects]. And I’ve learned so much
from them. A hundred and thirty years
from now, this Cheyenne child’s burial
collection will continue to educate our
people (NMNH, 1996:19).

On December 5, 1996, in a quiet, moving ceremony,
Gordon Yellowman, on behalf of the Cheyenne and
Arapaho Tribes of Oklahoma, and then-Museum Di-
rector Robert W. Fri signed an unprecedented docu-
ment, stating that the “36 burial objects of Cheyenne
origin in the Museum’s collections are to be retained
by the Museum for  preservation, and for research
and education to be conducted by scholars and the
Cheyenne people.” The agreement further stated that
any publication of photographs or exhibition of the
objects required the written consent of the designated
Cheyenne representatives (see Appendix Three, Bray
2001). The museum is currently working with tribal
representatives on a proposed exhibit of the objects.

The Cheyenne story recounted at the begin-
ning of this chapter is an unusual one but each of the
Smithsonian repatriations that have taken place in
the last 12 years has had its own unique story. In 1991,
soon after the first repatriation law was passed, the
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Smithsonian Institution established a Repatriation
Office at the National Museum of Natural History.
Today the NMNH has the most active repatriation
program in the nation. Of the museum’s original
count of approximately 32,000 sets of human skel-
etal remains, about half were Native American.

In the last several years, extensive informa-
tion regarding these collections has been provided to
the approximately 500 federally-recognized tribes in
the lower 48 states, 300 Alaska Native villages and
corporations, and Native Hawaiian organizations.
Information on the human remains and archaeologi-
cal objects were organized by state, county, and site
location and consisted of object name, count, collec-
tor, date acquired by the museum, and tribal affilia-
tion, when noted in the museum records. Informa-
tion on the ethnological objects was organized by tribe
and included object name, location, collector name,
a brief background on the collector, and date acquired
by the museum.

As outlined in legislation passed by the U.S.
Congress, a tribe must submit a claim to the museum
in order to initiate a repatriation. The Repatriation
Office staff then conducts research using multiple lines
of evidence, including biological, geographical, his-
torical (both written and oral), genealogical, archaeo-
logical, linguistic, folkloric, ethnological, and archi-
val. Expert opinion or any other relevant informa-
tion can be used to evaluate the claim, and all the
evidence is then summarized in a report. In order for
the human remains to be recommended for repatria-
tion, they must be culturally affiliated with the re-
questing tribe. Objects must
also be affiliated with the re-
questing tribe and must fit the
definitions of funerary object,
sacred object, or object of cul-
tural patrimony. The report
that documents the repatria-
tion assessment is sent to the
tribal representatives and be-
comes part of the museum’s
permanent record.

Repatriations 1991-2003
To date, the human remains of

approximately 3,600 individuals and thousands of ob-
jects have been offered for repatriation to 84 tribes.
Forty-eight repatriations have been completed, result-
ing in the return of the remains of approximately
3,300 individuals to 48 different tribes. In addition,
87,000 archaeological objects have been returned to
20 tribes during 13 repatriations, and 159 ethnologi-
cal objects were returned to 10 tribes in 10 repatria-
tions.

The remains of approximately 300 additional
individuals have been offered for repatriation to 31
tribes, and we await decisions by the tribes on how
they wish to proceed. The museum currently has 18
pending claims from 30 tribes to address. In the next
year the museum will complete the reports that re-
spond to seven of these claims in which the repatria-
tion status of 1,500 individuals and 20,000 archaeo-
logical objects are evaluated. As new claims arrive at
the museum, they will be addressed in the order in
which they have been received. The tribes have no
deadlines to make repatriation claims; repatriation
will continue into the future.

The Repatriation Office has hosted more than
250 visits by tribal representatives to the museum to
discuss repatriation, to examine collections and
records, and to repatriate human remains and objects.
Sixty-four of the visits have been supported by grants
sponsored by the outside Repatriation Review Com-
mittee. This review committee is an independent,
congressionally-mandated outside group of seven
members (including two Native traditional religious
leaders), which is advisory to the Secretary of the In-

stitution, and monitors the re-
patriation activities of the
Smithsonian, primarily at the
Museum of Natural History.
The Committee also reviews re-
patriation disputes.

During the course of
their visits to the collections,
several tribal representatives ex-
pressed concern about the ways
in which some sacred, religious,
and ceremonial objects were
stored by the museum. In re-
sponse to these concerns, the

Signing of Funerary Object Agreement between
the Southern Cheyenne and NMNH.
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museum now incorporates traditional care in the stor-
age of objects. This may be as simple as changing the
orientation of the object or rearranging the storage
location so that associated objects are stored together
and objects that should not be near each other are
separated. Sometimes objects are smudged (traditional
cleansing with smoke)  and tobacco offerings placed
with them.

The Army Medical Museum Collection
Most of the repatriation claims to date have been for
the return of human remains, a large majority ob-
tained during archaeological excavations. However,
there are remains of individuals whose names are
known; some of these remains come from the group
of 100 individuals killed during the Indian Wars, be-
tween the 1860s and 1880s. They were collected by
the Army medical staff for the Army Medical Mu-
seum and transferred to the Smithsonian in about
1900. The Army Medical Museum collection contin-
ues to be one of great sensitivity. The collection con-
tains about 2,300 sets of remains, many of which date
to historic periods and are explicitly identified with
regard to cultural origins. The Army Medical Mu-
seum was founded in 1862 to perform biomedical and
pathological studies on the Civil War dead. At the
close of the Civil War, the Army Medical Museum
began collecting Native American skeletal remains.
By the late 1890s, the museum stopped collecting
Native American remains.

Because the Army Medical Museum collec-
tion has been of special concern and has special sig-
nificance to some tribes, return of the remains from
this collection has been made a priority. Museum
policy prior to the repatriation law was that named
individuals would be returned to lineal descendants,
but in many cases, no lineal relatives were known.
Lineal descendants still have first standing under the
repatriation laws.

Ishi
One of the most prominent repatriations for a named
individual at the Smithsonian involved Ishi, a Yana
Indian from northern California, who was the last
member of his tribe to come into direct contact with
Americans in 1911. Ishi lived at the University of

California’s Anthropology Museum for a few years
until his death in 1916. After his death, Ishi’s brain
was removed during an autopsy. Alfred Kroeber, an
anthropologist who had worked with Ishi, consid-
ered him a valued friend and wanted his remains cre-
mated following Yana tradition. However, Ishi died
while Kroeber was away on travel. When he returned,
Kroeber found that Ishi had died and had been cre-
mated, his brain had been saved. Not knowing what
to do in this unusual situation, Kroeber sent Ishi’s
brain to the Smithsonian in 1917.

Ishi was often referred to as the last Yana be-
cause many in California believed that with his death,
all Yana ceased to exist. No family members who
would have been able to make a claim for his remains
as a lineal descendant are known. The affiliation study
by the Repatriation Office found that, contrary to
general opinion, the Yana had not ceased to exist with
the death of Ishi. While Ishi was the last of the Yana
to come into contact with Americans, there were
many Yana who had come into contact with the out-
side world before Ishi, and these individuals had been
placed by the United States government on nearby
reservations. Today the Yana descendants live among
the Pit River Tribe and on the Redding Rancheria in
California. Ishi’s remains were repatriated to these
groups in 1999.

The Cheyenne Case Study
The repatriation of Ishi is but one example of the
thousands of human remains that have been repatri-
ated by the museum and all of them have their own
histories. It is impossible to present them all here or
to even summarize them. The repatriation experience
of the Cheyenne, described at the beginning of this
chapter, illustrates some of the potential of repatria-
tion and the new ways in which museums are work-
ing with Native Americans. The Cheyenne have been
leaders in the repatriation process and are by no means
typical in their repatriation experiences. Their tribal
representatives are very interested in what museum
collections reveal of their history and are concerned
about the preservation of their heritage. The Chey-
enne interactions with the museum have resulted in
the repatriation of many human remains. But the
positive relationships also have brought about changes
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in storage conditions of significant cultural objects
and development of alternatives to repatriation and
reburial of objects.

For example, a buffalo skull used by the
Southern Cheyenne in the 1903 Sun Dance ceremony
in Oklahoma fits the definition of a sacred object and
could have been returned to the tribe if they wished.
Instead, because of its ceremonial significance, the
skull was removed from exhibit upon the request of
the Cheyenne Sundance Priests.  The Cheyenne rep-
resentatives then elected to leave the skull at the mu-
seum because it is so fragile but asked that it be spe-
cially stored in an upside-down position. In consulta-
tion with Cheyenne tribal representatives, a special
base was constructed by the conservation staff to sup-
port the skull. To cover the buffalo skull, a 12-sided
box with 12 painted panels that symbolizes the shape
of the Sun Dance lodge is being designed by Chey-
enne artist Gordon Yellowman, in consultation with
the repatriation and museum staff. The buffalo skull
will now be stored in the museum collections in a
way that the Cheyenne representatives and Sundance
Priests have deemed appropriate.

Further Consultation
The Repatriation Office staff has become a source of
expertise for tribal representatives to consult about
the repatriation process beyond the Smithsonian.
Often this may involve discussion of the law or the
identification of the sources of archival records and
expert opinion. The staff of the Repatriation Office
has become very knowledgeable in assessing affilia-
tion through the study of the skeletal remains. This
expertise is available on a limited basis to tribal rep-
resentatives if they wish an assessment of human re-
mains that are not part of the Smithsonian collec-
tions. For example, Cheyenne tribal representatives
have asked the Repatriation Office staff to examine
for their cultural affiliation the skeletal remains of
one individual believed to have been killed during
the Fort Robinson outbreak in 1879 and two indi-
viduals from burials in Montana. These studies are
ongoing, and the results will be used by tribal repre-
sentatives in making decisions on how to proceed in
the repatriation process.

Tribes have been considering the proper ap-

proaches to repatriation, and many only now are
beginning to act. To date, nearly all of the repatria-
tions have resulted in the reburial of human remains
and associated funerary objects. From the museum
perspective, repatriation has led to the loss of scien-
tifically and historically significant collections, but it
has also increased the positive interaction between
Native Americans and the museum. Native Ameri-
cans have shared their knowledge about the objects
in the collections, particularly ethnological objects,
and this knowledge has been added to the museum’s
records.

Repatriation now is a major contact point
between tribes and the museum. It is an opportunity
for both the museum and tribes to not only com-
plete repatriations, but to find common interests that
can result in increased knowledge and educational
values and opportunities. Museums also hold many
Native American collections that will not be subject
to repatriation. With much to learn about these col-
lections, it would be a major loss to all if the interac-
tions between museums and tribes ended at repatria-
tion. Dialogues begun during the repatriation pro-
cess should be the starting point for future positive
relationships.
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