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Abstract 

Gustav Bergljung, 2010. Handle with care. Debates associated with reburial of human 

skeletal remains. A comparative study between Sweden and Vanuatu.  

 

Excavations of human skeletal remains are sometimes followed by claims for reburial from 

the local community. This has led to debates between researchers and other elements of 

society, churches or minorities. This scientific paper sat out to examine the discussions and 

debates found in Sweden (Scandinavia), with the situation in Vanuatu, (Melanesia). The 

objective was to elucidate similarities and differences in people’s attitude when it comes to 

reburial. Religious beliefs, legislations and policies were compared to provide explanations 

for the different attitudes in the two countries. The study showed that the debates found in the 

Swedish material such as conflicts between researchers and the church or between the Saami 

population and Swedish researchers, haven’t got a counterpart in Vanuatu. This was much due 

to the research policies in Vanuatu and the strong Christian faith.  

Swedish title: Hanteras varsamt. Debatter i samband med återbegravning av mänskliga 

kvarlevor. En jämförelse mellan Sverige och Vanuatu. 

Fynd av mänskliga kvarlevor i samband med utgrävningar följs ibland av krav på 

återbegravning från det lokala samhället. Detta har lett till debatter mellan forskare och andra 

delar av samhället, kyrkan eller minoriteter. Denna C-uppsats har försökt undersöka 

diskussionerna och debatterna som framkommit i Sverige (Skandinavien) och Vanuatu 

(Melanesien). Målet var att belysa likheter och skillnader hos människors inställning när det 

kommer till återbegravning. Religion, lagstiftning och policys jämfördes för att förklara de 

olika inställningarna i de två länderna. Studien visade att debatterna mellan kyrkan och 

forskarna eller den Samiska befolkningen och forskarna inte hade en motsvarighet i Vanuatu. 

Detta var mycket tack vare Vanuatus forskningspolicy och den starka kristna tron i landet.    

 

Keywords: Human skeletal remains, reburial, repatriation, ethics, Sweden, Vanuatu  

Gustav Bergljung 

Department of Archaeology and Osteology, Gotland University 
 

 

A world map showing Sweden marked in black in the top center and Vanuatu in the rectangular box in the right 

bottom corner.    
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1. Introduction  

Being an osteology student at Gotland University, Sweden, I have come across various issues 

concerning reburial of human skeletal remains during lectures on ethics. Finding them too 

intriguing to let go and having a desire to see another part of the world, I decided to combine 

the two for my third year at University. Thanks to the Swedish International Development 

Agency (SIDA) , I was able to travel all  the way to other side of the world. To Vanuatu.    

 

The study of human skeletal remains from archaeological contexts is an important part of 

learning about a past society. They are of great importance to understand our own history. 

During the last century graves and burials have been found in archaeological contexts from 

the early Stone Age to almost present times. The discipline of osteology has developed the  

last decades to enhance the study of skeletal remains. The remains found can be analysed with 

a variety of methods to give us information about the individuals age at the time of death, in 

what period of history the person died and the sex, stature, health, healed or unhealed  

injuries, cause of death, burial rites, migration, kinship, basic source of nutrition and social 

status of a person. Analysis takes place in laboratories where the bones are exposed to ocular 

studies, quantification, measurements in length, width, thickness, examination of degree of 

fusion among other things. Reference material, often older skeletal remains from 

archaeological contexts, is used for comparison.  Chemical isotopic analysis can be performed 

as well as aDNA-analysis.  

 

Unfortunately, research done on skeletal remains sometimes collides with peoples ideas of 

showing reverence to the dead and not disturbing the dead. Religious beliefs run a risk of 

being ignored and violated when carrying out research on human skeletal remains. The 

western world’s archaeological and anthropological research history often developed from 

colonial ideas. Past misuse and doubtful collection of skeletons from ethnic minorities around 

the world can create mistrust between the general public and the osteologist. Debates and 

discussions concerning the use of human skeletal remains in research are tied to ethical, 

religious and political categories, which often intermix with each other. 

 

Around the globe today, indigenous people are raising their voices to get the remains of their 

ancestors back from museums. These skeletal remains were once collected, often with quite 

questionable aims and methods, and brought overseas. In some cases the bones are repatriated 
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but not always. Claims for reburial are also put forward by local religious communities. A 

common argument used by the researchers is that the skeletal remains must be kept accessible 

for future research to enable critical revision. It is of vital importance for the disciplines of 

archaeology and osteology that issues of this nature are revealed and handled in a cautious 

way. The general public must be presented with good reasons and explanations to the 

importance of these studies. To neglect these matters would pave the way for 

misunderstandings, prejudices and political misuse.                         

 

1.1 “Do not disturb…” 

In 1984, British archaeologist Paul Bahn addressed some of these issues in his article “Do not 

disturb? Archaeology and rights for the dead”. The following paragraph is a summary of this 

article. 

 

Through history, western researchers have been able to do almost whatever they have wanted, 

with the justification that it was done in the name of science. Bahn states that there are no real 

guidelines for how to handle problems of this kind and asks the question if all knowledge 

really is necessary for science. Can reverence be paid even though remains are disturbed and 

graves destroyed? Religious ideals may be violated by acts of these kinds and many cultures 

fear getting the graves of their ancestors dug up. In a sense it is ironical that researchers need 

to ruin graves to be able to learn about the past. The dead were once placed in the ground as a 

way o showing them reverence. What right do we have to disturb them? There are a lot of 

known beliefs about the idea of the afterlife from ancient cultures like the Greek and Roman. 

Egyptians believed that if a body was desecrated after burial, a second death occurred and 

grave chambers were built as protection against looters. In ancient China the stability of the 

world depended on letting the dead rest undisturbed. In some tribes in the world, the 

disturbance of graves is punished by death. The early Christians believed in idea of 

resurrection in a literal way, a fact that has yielded problems in archaeological excavations.  

The fear and respect for the dead has led to different types of monuments being raised over 

their graves. Various rules might be instated to regulate how to show reverence and not to 

disturb the dead. Beliefs such as that the dead can retaliate if disturbed has been used to 

explain why excavations in sensitive places sometimes have been followed by terrible storms 

or accidents. The sight of human skeletal remains can cause a variety of feelings. These 

include everything from morbid fascination, fear, to reverence. Even archaeologist might 
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express opinions of not being completely comfortable with handling skeletal remains. 

Christianity has been the main religion in the western world and was for a long time seen as 

the only true faith. This enabled early researchers to dig and destroy graves from other non-

Christian populations with reference to the fact that Christianity was superior to any heathen 

beliefs. It is worth considering that some of the earliest researchers were men of the church. 

Still there are tendencies in the sector of museums to show more reverence to Christian 

contexts. Some examples are the deceased from Pompeii that still lies visible on display for 

the public, and that it is easier to display remains of Egyptian or Mayan rulers but not of our 

own Christian royalties. Similar views have been expressed by the Native Americans when 

they complain about museums displaying their former chiefs but not white presidents for 

example. Aboriginals in Australia struggle to get the remains of their ancestors back from 

museums in the western world. The insight among some western researchers that the 

excavations may cause upset feelings among the local people sometimes led to questionable 

innovative solutions. There has been excavations in the middle east where Muslim workers 

has been deceived to believe that the remains they were digging up were Roman instead of 

Muslim, so that they wouldn’t complain. Bahn further states that even if archaeologists today 

are more sensitive towards other people and cultures, there is still a tendency to a double 

moral. There are still problems with how to deal with public relations and emotions stirred up 

by excavations at cemeteries. He expresses a feeling of sadness over the bad reputation that 

careful and respectful researchers today still have to live with, a reputation that would 

probably suit their early predecessors better. Archaeologists may not be able to respect the last 

wish of the dead but Bahn hopes that the knowledge obtained will compensate this in the eyes 

of the dead. All the knowledge that can be gained by studying human bones makes them an 

important source of information. Bahn also presents thoughts that state that some critics 

directed towards archaeologists and museums are uncalled for. For example, when it comes to 

Egyptian mummies, they were primarily dug up by the Egyptians themselves and that 

museums today try to gather these remains in order to save them (Bahn 1984, pp.127-138).    

                        

1.2 Objective  

This essay has been written with the intent to elucidate and examine discussions and debates 

concerning handling of human skeletal remains in archaeological excavations. The removal of 

skeletons from their graves may and have caused people in the local community to feel 

violated or upset. Sometimes demands for reburial are called upon. Various beliefs and 
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traditions may cause these discussions to differ between different areas or countries. 

Therefore, a comparative study has been carried out on the discussions and debates regarding 

human skeletal remains in Sweden (Scandinavia) and Vanuatu (Melanesia). The two 

countries, one industrial country and one development country both represent Christian 

traditions but have different historical background. Sweden has a Christian tradition that 

stretches back almost a thousand years while Vanuatu is a far younger Christian country with 

traditional beliefs, kastoms, still being practised and believed among the population. One 

feature in this belief system is the concept of black magic, which is often referred to as the 

cause of bad things happening. These facts make these countries interesting to this study since 

they have affected the way people react to the examination of graves and removal of 

skeletons. Another aspect that effects the way conflicts and discussions arise, is who has the 

authority on the matter, i.e. how much does the local community/archaeologists have to say 

about the research carried out and how human skeletal remains should be handled?  

 

The project has been funded by the Swedish International Development Agency (SIDA) in the 

form of a Minor Field Studies scholarship. The funding enabled the author to travel from 

Sweden to Vanuatu for a stay of approximately 8 weeks in March and April 2010.  

 

1.3. Questions 

 

 What differences can be found in the discussions concerning reburial and 

repatriation between Sweden and Vanuatu? 

 What similarities can be found in the discussions concerning reburial and 

repatriation between Sweden and Vanuatu? 

 

1.4. Critics 

Some source critical aspects are that Sweden has far more published works on the matter of 

ethical dilemmas in archaeology and osteology than Vanuatu. Debates presented below, 

between researchers and the church or researchers and indigenous populations, represent the 

different kinds of subjects that this paper set out to elucidate. It should be said though, that the 

views presented from each side of a debate might not be relevant to all members of that 

particular group. However, the views presented are essential for all the debates examined in 

this paper.   
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2. Method 

The material from Sweden has been gathered by studying published literature on the subject, 

essays, articles from newspaper, articles from internet press releases from Swedish National 

Museums of Antiquity (Statens historiska museer. It will be referred to as SHMM in the rest 

of this text) and also interviews with people in the sector of archaeology and museums and 

representatives from the Swedish Church. For Vanuatu, most of the material has been 

gathered from interviews with people involved in archaeological research or cultural work. 

Some literal material has also been used and anthropological sources have been taken in as 

complement here. Legislation and guidelines for handling of human skeletal remains has been 

compared as well. All Vanuatu interviews were carried out face to face with the informants. 

As for Sweden, some were done face to face, some over telephone and some by email. All 

informants have been made anonymous in that way that they will be presented as sources in 

the reference list with dates when the interviews took place. They will not be referred to 

personally in the text since some of these matters might be of sensitive nature and it is not the 

authors’ intent to discuss a certain person’s point of view. All interviews from Sweden have 

been summarized in one chapter and the same goes for the interviews made in Vanuatu.    

After the presentation of previous research in this paper, Swedish publications and literal 

sources on the matter of ethics and handling of human skeletal remains will be presented first. 

This is followed by a summary of interviews made in Sweden. Then literal sources from 

Vanuatu are presented followed by a summary of the interviews made in Vanuatu. This is 

followed by result, discussion and conclusion.    

     

3. Material 

 

3.1 Previous research  

 

3.1.1 Sweden 

In 1983 Swedish National Heritage Board (Riksantikvarieämbetet, RAÄ) came out with a 

written summary of guidelines for how to handle human skeletal remains. It was worked out 

since bones found in different archaeological contexts became object of debate. The debates 

at issue primarily focused on claims for reburial from the local churches and congregations 

(RAÄ, 1983).      
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The publication Adams barn…(The children of Adam…) was published in Sweden in1995. It 

was written as a summary of a seminar held in 1990 where archaeologists and representatives 

from the church was allowed to state their view on ethical matters when it comes to graves 

being dug up and used for research. The discussions mainly concerned whether the skeletal 

remains should be reburied or not (Iregren & Redin, 1995).    

 

Karin Lövgren (1994) got worthy recognition of her B.A. scientific paper Kränker 

arkeologerna gravfriden? (Do the archaeologists violate the peace of the graves?). The 

scientific essay deals with 8 cases of conflict between archaeologist and the church associated 

with Christian graves being dug up in Sweden with the earliest case in the 1940´s up to 

1990´s. Demands and requests made by the congregations that the skeletal remains should be 

returned and reburied after analysis conflicted with the researchers interpretation of the law 

and scientific ideal (Lövgren 1994). 

 

Ida Palmquist (2004) wrote her B.A. scientific paper Vems är benen? (Who does the bones 

belong to?), in which she addresses the same type of issues as Lövgren but adds more to the 

discussion by discussing the debate concerning the Estonia ferry in 1994. Relatives of the 

deceased were divided between those who wanted to salvage the bodies and those who didn’t, 

arguing that the site should be considered a burial site (Palmquist 2004). The Estonia ferry 

disaster will not be dealt with in this essay.     

 

Osteologist Elisabeth Iregren and Helena Schramm Hedelin published an article in the 

Swedish journal Fornvännen in 2010. They stated that clear guidelines need to be developed 

for how to handle human skeletal remains in regards to issues concerning repatriation in 

Sweden. Previously, most discussions concerned claims for reburial by local churches but in 

the last decade, claims from indigenous people like the Saami population in Sweden, have 

become more common. In neighbouring countries Norway and Finland, satisfactory models 

for preservation of Saami skeletal remains have been worked out between researchers and the 

Saami population (Iregren & Schramm 2010).  

 

The darker parts of history of archaeological research, in the nationalist era during the 1800´s 

and early 1900´s, when researchers from colonial minded countries collected bones and 

remains without remorse, was discussed by British archaeologist Paul Bahn (1984) as 

presented above and subsequently  by Liv Nilsson Stutz (2008) in regards to Sweden. Nilsson 
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Stutz illuminates the problem that the collecting and researching of skeletal remains that was 

carried out a long time ago still receives criticism from indigenous people. Despite the fact 

that present day research has little to do with this dark period in research history, the past still 

creates problems for archaeology today. Her wish is to nuance the picture of archaeological 

research but also points to archaeologists’ responsibility towards society (Nilsson-Stutz 2008).  

 

3.1.2 Vanuatu 

In an article about to be published in 2010 on the subject of how human skeletal remains are 

treated in excavations in Vanuatu, Bedford et al. claims that there are no objections from local 

community associated with the excavation of burials from the La Pita period. The article deals 

with the legislations connected to cultural heritage and peoples feelings about excavating 

burials. This is the only specific literature on the matter from Vanuatu (Bedford et al, 2010, in 

press).   

 

 4. Sweden 

Sweden has a large amount of human skeletal remains stored in museums. This is much due 

to the regulations concerning cultural heritage and major infrastructural changes during the 

last decades that led to many archaeological excavations (Iregren & Schamm Hedelin 2010, 

p.56). 

 

4.1. Legislation  

The interpretation of the Swedish Heritage Conservation Act (Kulturminneslagen) sometimes 

creates a problem between archaeologists and other affected parties, in many cases local 

churches and congregations. The Act has its origin in regulations regarding handling of 

objects of heritage from the 17
th

 century and its present form was established in 1989. In the 

Act it is stated that findings without an owner found in or around a permanent archaeological 

context that has been abandoned for at least one hundred years is to be considered an 

archaeological object. The responsibility then lay on the museums to protect these (Lövgren 

1994, pp.32-35). According to the Act, some graves or features on old cemeteries can be 

considered permanent archaeological findings, if they have been abandoned for a long time 

and are without owner (Iregren & Schamm Hedelin 2010, p.56, Trotzig 1995, p.9). A 

translation of a passage in the Act states: permanent remains are to be considered remains 

after activities of man during ancient times, which came about by ancient practices and have 
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been abandoned for a long period of time (translation by the author). One of the points lists 

graves, gravebuildings, gravefields, cemetaries and other places of burial as permanent 

remains (Redin 1995, p.40). The Swedish burial law states that ownership of a grave last for a 

minimum of 15 years and a maximum of 50 or forever (Lövgren 1994, p.36). The ownership 

and right to the grave does not belong the deceased, but to the relatives (Petersson 1995a, 

p.15). 

 

4.2. Debates associated with Church 

In some cases findings of human skeletal remains from excavations in ecclesiastical 

environments have been assigned to the care of a museum by the National Heritage Board 

before the congregation has had a chance to speak their will or receive any information on 

what was going to happen to the remains (Blomstrand 1995, p.35, Trotzig 1995, pp.7-8).  

The research value of the skeletal remains is often claimed as an argument to why they should 

not be sent back to the churches for reburial. For future revision it is important to keep the 

remains accessible. Human skeletal remains from old medieval cemeteries also represent a 

good population distribution of the time (Iregren 2000, p.17, Iregren & Schamm Hedelin 

2010, p.58, Lövgren 1994, pp.13-15 & 27-29, National Heritage Board 1983, p.3, Redin 1995, 

pp.43-44, Palmquist 2004, p.26,  Pettersson 1995b, pp.50-51).  Sometimes compromises have 

been done and skeletal remains have been sent back with the condition that they are to be kept 

accessible in some way in the church (Lövgren 1994, pp.15-17, Palmquist 2004, p.23).  

 

Objections to this way of handling human skeletal remains and the ignorance towards the 

wishes of the congregations have given rise to debates about ethical and religious values 

between representatives from the church and researchers. Below follows a summary of 

arguments from both sides. It should be stated that these arguments may not be relevant to all 

persons in either category but they represent a good overview of the debate.  

 

4.3. The view of the church 

A primary demand from the Swedish protestant church that reverence for the dead is placed 

first and foremost. When researchers instead place the research value before the reverence of 

the dead, this causes people of the congregation to feel violated. Questions have been raised 

from the church whether archaeologists not only violate the religious values but also general 

ethical values (Peterson 1995a, p.11). To pay reverence to a dead person is not only a 
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Christian but a general humanitarian concept. The need to feel at peace with the idea of ones 

death and last resting place runs a risk of being violated if remains are not treated with 

respect. A human body is a part of the creation and does not belong to the State or any 

museum. Human skeletal remains found might well be osteologically analysed but should be 

reburied where they were found after analysis. If the analysis cannot be performed at once, 

skeletal remains could be kept accessible in the church but not in a museum. The human value 

must not be violated through the quest for knowledge (Nilsson 1995, pp.29-33). It is the right 

of a buried individual to rest in the grave in which he or she once was laid. Many people feel 

that the peace of the grave is something untouchable and feel disgraced by the thought of 

skeletal remains falling in to the hands of the state after one hundred years. If skeletal remains 

are to be removed the local church should be contacted first (Blomstrand 1995, pp.35-36). 

There have been situations when the church felt that researchers interpreted the law to their 

own advantage and disregarded ethical and religious values (Lövgren 1994, p.22). Science 

must not be allowed to roam free just because it has been established in society. Ethics must 

not be used to justify violations with reference to good intentions (Nilsson 1995, pp.29-30).   

 

4.4. The view of the researchers 

As stated above, the accessibility to human skeletal remains from archaeological contexts, is 

important for any future revision (Iregren 2000, p.17, Iregren & Schamm Hedelin 2010,  p.58, 

Lövgren 1994, pp.13-15 & 27-29, National Heritage Board 1983, p.3, Palmquist 2004, p.26,  

Pettersson 1995b, pp.50-51, Redin 1995, pp.43-44). Scientific norms include the possibility 

for fellow researchers to go back and check previous results. If the skeletal remains are 

reburied, this is no longer possible (Iregren & Schamm Hedelin 2010, p.58). Even though 

archaeologists might have the law on their side in these matters, it is important that the 

congregation and local community are informed at all stages of the work. It should not be a 

problem to store skeletal remains in a reverent way in a museum (Trotzig 1995, p.9, Petersson 

1995a, p.20). But the ethics can not be assigned to one side of the discussion. The value of 

accessibility for research is just as relevant as the value of reverence. The biblical philosophy 

that the soul leaves its material body for a spiritual one clearly shows that the individual itself 

doesn’t become violated by a removal of the skeleton. The ones that might be violated by an 

act of this kind are the relatives of the buried person. In our present society, the hundred years 

that have to pass before the protection of human skeletal remains falls on the responsibility of 

the Heritage Conservation Act, should be enough time for any relatives who wishes to claim 
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the grave. The wishes of a person buried a long time ago cannot be assigned to the present 

belief system. Would a 15
th

 century catholic like to be reburied according to present protestant 

traditions? Skeletal remains could help to provide historical information about the local 

church and community (Petersson 1995a, pp.11-20). It is important for our knowledge of the 

past to be able to study these remains. No claims for reburial have been made concerning 

prehistoric skeletal remains. It would be wrong to treat skeletal remains different based on 

historic age. The decision for an excavation is approved by the county administration after an 

evaluation of the plans. This is something that the public has agreed on. The Heritage 

Conservation Act is taken into account in the county administrations´ evaluation and should 

be sufficient for ethical consideration (Redin 1995, pp.39-45). It would be unethical to let the 

knowledge that could be obtained from skeletal remains be spoiled by reburial (Petersson 

1995b, p.50). There is a great public interest associated with archaeology. Through research 

carried out on human skeletal remains, historical knowledge of groups and individuals are 

revealed (Iregren & Schamm Hedelin 2010, p.59).                      

 

4.5. Repatriation 

Some of the most recent discussions taking place in Sweden have to do with human skeletal 

remains found in Rounala in the northern part of Sweden. The remains were dug up in 1915 to 

complete an anatomical collection at Uppsala University. In 1997 they were handed over to 

the Swedish National Museums of Antiquity, SHMM.  In 2006 the SHMM made an inventory 

with the intent to find and register all human skeletal remains from indigenous people outside 

of Sweden. Later the inventory came to include Saami skeletal remains as well (SHMM 2009, 

formal correspondence between SHMM and the Saami Council, 2009-06-02). The Saami 

population in northern Sweden has been discussed to be the first settlers of the northern 

landscapes (Zachrisson 2007, pp.141-149). The inventory was done on behalf of the Swedish 

government. At this time, the Saami, decided through the Saami Council to send a letter of 

demand to the SHMM, requesting that all Saami remains found in the inventory should be 

sent back to the Saami population. A total of thirteen skulls could be said to be of probable 

Saami origin due to minor documentation. Of these one skull was determined by the SHMM 

to hold low research value and could be sent back (observe that this was not a skull from 

Rounala). The 12 remaining skulls that were found in Rounala became objects of debate 

between the Saami Council and the SHMM. The Saami Council claimed that the skeletal 

remains should be returned and reburied according to Saami tradition. What caused a problem 
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for this was that further analysis of the skulls, made by SHMM, showed that they were of 

older date than what was previously believed. This raised the question of the ethnic origin of 

the skeletal remains. They were older than the Saami culture could be traced back 

archaeologically. SHMM felt that the skeletal remains contained a research value of great 

importance for the knowledge of the history of northern Sweden. A survey was sent to 

museums and universities in Sweden asking how they though the issue should be handled. 

Here follows a summary of the answers:   

 

They were too old for ethnic origin to be determined. Their age, older than 100 years, 

automatically makes them archaeological finds and therefore they belong to the State.  

The research value is too great for any reburial to take place. Normally, reburial is not done. 

The skeletal remains should not be reburied but could still be in the care of the Saami 

Council. The Remains should be kept accessible for future studies but the race biological era 

during which they were excavated should be elucidated further (SHMM 2009, formal 

correspondence between SHMM and the Saami Council, 2009-06-02). Subsequently it was 

discussed that the care of these skeletal remains be given to the Saami museum Ajtte as a loan 

from the SHMM (Internet source 1). 

 

During the inventory mentioned above, skeletal remains from Hawaii was found and 

repatriated to the Group Caring for the ancestors of Hawaii (Internet source 2). Aboriginal 

skeletal remains and one Canadian totem pole have also been repatriated (Nilsson Stutz 2008, 

p.157). In 2005 a Jewish skull was given to the Jewish congregation in Malmö for reburial. 

The skull was a medical study object and was handed over from the University of Lund after a 

request from the Jewish congregation (Nilsson Stutz 2008, p.157).  

 

In 2000, osteologist Elisabeth Iregren wrote an article in the Saami newspaper Samefolket, 

asking the question whether the Saami population could trust the Swedish archaeologists. The 

background was that research funding seldom prioritized research on the Saami history and 

that there has been a tendency among researchers to deny the association of findings in 

northern Sweden to the Saami culture (Iregren 2000, pp.15-18). This problem was highlighted 

by the debate between Inger Zachrisson and Evert Badou, two Swedish archaeologists that got 

to act as witnesses for either side in a court case that set out to settle whether the Saami 

population would be considered as the first colonisers in northern Sweden. The issue of the 

trial was ownership of land between the Saami and the Swedish State. Their cause could not 



 17 

be proved (Zachrisson 2007, pp.141-149). Badou states that archaeology should never be used 

in court concerning origin but only within its scientific frames (Badou 2007, p.170). Iregren 

presents a wish that the Saami population should get more influence over the research of their 

own history but feels that human skeletal remains contribute to this research to such a degree 

and should not be reburied (Iregren 2000, p.17).      

 

In a statement in the media a Saami cultural worker expressed feelings of despair caused by 

the idea that Swedish researchers still use Saami remains for racial biology. Such a statement 

clearly shows the need for researchers today to communicate with the society so 

misunderstandings of this kind are eliminated. This statement also represents the feelings of a 

minority that regards itself as ignored by the society (Nilsson Stutz 2008, pp.158-160).  

The fear of racial biology have its origin in the measurements taken on skulls from different 

people in the second half of 19
th

 century and early 20
th

 century. The discussions back then 

concerned, among other things, how superior and inferior races could be determined through 

skull measurements (SjØvold 2000, pp.72-92). 

 

5. Interview questions 

The questions for this project were designed to create possible openings for the informants 

own ideas and experiences. Since many of the questions are closely connected, answers 

weren’t always specially assigned to one question but rather referred to as the informants’ 

general opinion or idea on the matter as a whole. On an early stage of the work it was clear 

that the two countries presented two quite different situations. Questions sometimes needed to 

be formulated differently or replaced to suit the occasion. For instance; questions about a 

colonial past were specially directed to Vanuatu.  Questions concerning education about 

ethical dilemmas could not be used in Vanuatu since no real ethical dilemmas were present. 

When interviewing representatives of the Church in Sweden, questions were angled to be 

about the Church view. The questions presented below are the ones that the author believes 

are relevant to the study.     

 

1. Do you have own experiences of discussions concerning reburial or repatriation? Have 

you experienced any suspicion from the local community when it comes to handling of human 

remains? Has anybody expressed any feelings of being violated by the fact that human 

remains have been removed from its grave?  



 18 

 

2. Have there been any demands for reburying human remains from an excavation? 

 

3. Is there a good communication between researchers and society? 

 

4. Do people in general have a good knowledge about archaeological/osteological work? 

 

5. Has the “darker” history of the research affected how researched is perceived by people in 

general? Do present archaeologists receive uncalled for criticism for the work done in the 

past? Has the colonial past affected how archaeological research is looked upon today?  

 

6. Is there a need for more education on these matters?  

 

7. Is there a good knowledge about these matters among present archaeologists/osteologists?   

 

6. Interviews in Sweden 

The group of informants from Sweden consists of two archaeologists, one osteologist, one 

museeologist and two vicars of the Swedish (protestant) Church. Their views on the matters 

of reburial and repatriation were collected to add to the debates and discussions presented 

above. Note that their views will be presented anonymously since the object of this scientific 

paper is to elucidate discussions in Sweden in general and not personal views. As stated 

earlier, answers might not relevant to all persons in a certain category.  

 

6.1. Answers Sweden 

The answers have been divided into relevant chapters to give a better overview of the 

opinions. Information has been acquired from asking the questions above but the chapters are 

not necessarily based on the questions since the discussions often cross over from one 

question to another.    

 

6.1.1. Reburial and repatriation 

The interviews showed that the informants from the research side were quite supportive of the 

idea of reburial. When dealing with issues of international character, skeletal remains should 

be sent back to their country of origin without giving concern to the loss of scientific value. If 
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sufficient documentation is already available, the scientific loss doesn’t necessary need to 

become an issue. If non-humanitarian ideals stand behind the reason for their collection, 

repatriation and reburial should not be a problem. It would be a crime to deny indigenous 

people access to their heritage. When a population can prove kinship to human skeletal 

remains and requests them to be returned, this should be done. Some express the opinion that 

if skeletal remains are repatriated, it should not be done with special conditions from the 

museums how the remains are to be stored, but it could be wise to send any information 

obtained from the skeletal remains along with them. It would be sad if the information was 

lost because people didn’t know about it. There are both positive and sceptical views about 

keeping skeletal remains accessible in the Church. The sceptical view is in accordance with 

the idea that it would be wrong to send back skeletal remains under specified conditions of 

accessibility. Others found the idea quite sympathetic as a way of compromise between 

researchers and the Church. One argument presented to why remains should be reburied is the 

fact that the individuals once paid for their grave at the cemetery.  

 

6.1.2. Views from the Church 

The attitude from the Churches representatives was that analysis of human skeletal remains 

may be agreed to but skeletal remains should be returned and reburied afterwards. A grave is 

a grave and should be respected. It is important to uphold the peace and respect of the graves 

since it is closely associated with the respect for the human value. Questions were raised if 

removal of human skeletal remains from their graves constitutes a violation of the peace of 

the graves. A compromise could be possible, were the skeletal remains are returned to the 

Church in such a way that they are made accessible for researchers. If this is done, it must be 

carried out in a way that ensure that the remains are not kept in a box and forgotten 

somewhere.  Another possibility presented could be to only use a small part of the skeleton 

for research and rebury the rest since research also has to be respected. To be able to learn 

about the history of the Church and its surroundings is something that is desirable from the 

Church. Discussions about ethics seem to be within the archaeological realm. The Church has 

no problems with handling skeletal remains discovered while digging new graves. Human 

skeletal remains are put back in the ground. When archaeologists are involved the 

communication between them and the Church works fine even though there is usually no 

discussion about how remains are to be handled if found. This becomes a later question but 

the archaeologists are trusted to make the decision, as long as the bones are taken care of in a 
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respectful way. One researcher adds to this by saying that even though information is given 

about the excavation in advance, skeletal remains are not often discussed.  

 

6.1.3. Problems with reburial or repatriation 

Problems in relation to reburials or repatriation are also presented in the statements from the 

researchers; the risk of reburying the wrong persons for instance. One must be sure that the 

Saami skeletal remains, claimed for reburial by the Saami population, really are Saami 

remains. The ethic of the dead must be considered. What would be the right thing to do for 

this person? A Muslim should, for instance, not be buried according to Christian customs. 

According to informants from the Church, religion should not matter since the human value 

becomes the essential focus here. The Christian faith and practise are closely connected to the 

respect of the human value and so the human value is prioritized through a Christian 

ceremony.    

 

One view is that Egyptians mummies, according to their faith, would have been excited about 

the thought of being on display in a museum since it would keep their names spoken and in 

that way keep their memory alive.  

 

Another question is raised regarding repatriation: could the ancient Egyptians be reclaimed by 

the people in Egypt today? They are not ancient Egyptians and cannot be said to represent an 

indigenous population. 

 

Human skeletal remains do represent important sources of information. An ambivalent 

attitude is revealed among the informants from the research side. Some admit to have one foot 

in each camp.  

 

6.1.4. General knowledge 

The informants were asked if they thought that people in general have knowledge about the 

research carried out. The answer was that the general public probably doesn’t know how an 

archaeologist or osteologist works. Many people are interested in the research but some have 

a problem with understanding the value of it. Generally there is not much knowledge about 

archaeological or osteological research within the Church.      
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6.1.5. Image from the past 

A lot of the Saami remains were collected during “darker periods” in the research history. 

Saami people has expressed anger and upset over this. The idea that racial biology is still 

practised today has been expressed by a few, but loud voices. It is to be looked upon as a 

failure in communication between researchers and society that some still believes this is going 

on. It is important that the communication towards society works and the measurements done 

on skeletal remains may well be the same today as when the Saami were suppressed but the 

intention is another in the research. In general people don’t seem to have an image of 

researchers being attached to the colonial values.  

 

6.1.6. Motivation 

It is important for the discipline of osteology that the excavations and removal of human 

skeletal remains can be well motivated. One opinion from a researcher is that osteologists 

must be better at giving a reason to why money should be spent on osteological analysis. 

There is much knowledge to obtain but it needs to be presented better. One researcher feels 

that archaeologists should receive more extensive criticism than they currently do in regards 

to their work. The reason for digging up skeletal remains should be better motivated. There 

ought to be even more conflicts of this character but people’s curiosity get the upper hand. 

One should strive to deal with the “darker past” and if morally doubtful works has laid the 

ground for today’s research, this must be dealt with.                           

 

6.1.7. Education 

Since so many conflicts in Sweden have occurred where people have expressed that 

archaeologists have acted wrongly, the level of education on these issues among 

archaeologists can be questioned. All informants agree that education is of great importance 

in these matters. For some University educations a special block of ethics has been developed 

and added to the curriculum quite recently. Ethics are more commonly discussed in osteology 

than in archaeology. Further education is needed, especially in osteology and in field work 

archaeology. There are gaps in the ethical thinking of archaeologists. The reason for this 

might be that the discipline has had such an obvious role in Sweden for a long time. There is 

also a major public interest and this may have provided the research much freedom. However 

it is important to be mindful of the ethical aspects through the whole work, from excavation to 

presentation, but this issues might not have reached everyone in sector of museums.  
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6.1.8. Dates of skeletal remains 

One aspect that has been revealed earlier is that the Church only seems to react when it 

concerns burials from Christian times. This issue was also addressed by some of the 

researchers. The Church response to this is that it should not be a difference in reaction but 

that the Church only really becomes aware of the excavations when they occur on the 

Churches land. The human value should always be respected regardless of date of burial.  

 

7. Vanuatu 

The material gathered in Vanuatu was to show that Vanuatu, in comparison to Sweden, is a 

more locally based community. Beliefs and traditions, as well as culture and language often 

vary between villages or islands (Bolton 2004, p.33). 

 

7.1. Legislation and guidelines 

After being a French-British colony, Vanuatu received its independence in 1980. Soon after, a 

ban for foreign researchers was instated that lasted for almost 10 years. During this time the 

Vanuatu Cultural Centre developed new guidelines, the Vanuatu Cultural Centres Research 

Policy, for how research was to function in relation to society. The reason behind its 

development was a will to make research something that would benefit the people of Vanuatu 

and not only the foreign researchers, which was the case during the colonial times. The 

research done during the colonial time was approved by the French and British governments 

and did not always consider the wish of the local population (Bedford et al 2010, Munalpa 

personal communication 2010-04-14, Regenvanu 1995, pp.67-68).  

 

Recently the human skeletal remains from 3000 year old Lapita burials have been discovered 

in Vanuatu. Together with the 17
th

 century remains of Chief Roi Mata and his court, found in 

the 1960´s, they are well known in the realm of archaeological research in the South Pacific. 

The site of Chief Roi Matas burial has become a feature of Vanuatu World Heritage (Bedford 

et al, 2010, in press). The Lapita skeletal remains have been thoroughly analysed with modern 

methods (Bentley et al 2007, Valentin 2009). The skeletal remains from the Chief Roi Mata 

site was only discovered to be covered again after all archaeological artefacts has been 

removed (Abong personal communication 2010-03-19).        
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In the 1970s a fieldworker (filwoka) system was initiated. The system is in use today. It 

involves volunteers from every village or small island that, in association with the Vanuatu 

National Cultural Centre, help to gather cultural information in their area. The point is to keep 

local customs and traditions alive, but the fieldworkers also functions as a bridge between 

researchers and the local community. In archaeological excavations they inform the local 

community about the research and organize operations at the site, recruiting workers etc. 

(Bedford et al 2010, Bedford & Shing 2007, Bolton 2004, p.33). The policies state that the 

local community must approve the research before it can be initiated and local customs 

(kastoms) must be respected. There is also a demand that the local community should benefit 

in some way not related to the research. This benefit is to be provided by the researcher. All 

foreign researchers must sign a research agreement, saying that they will follow these terms 

(Regenvanu 1995, pp.67-68).    

 

The National Heritage Preservation Act came about in 2008 and states the legislation 

concerning protections of archaeologically important sites. The document does not specify 

how human skeletal remains found in archaeological contexts should be handled. Instead, this 

is handled on a case to case basis depending on how people in the community at issue feel 

about it. Sometimes they allow skeletal remains to be taken for analysis overseas with the 

condition that they are returned to the Vanuatu Cultural Centre. In other cases the request is 

that the remains are reburied at the site of discovery (Bedford et al 2010).  

 

7.2. Public opinions 

The opinions about handling human skeletal remains differ depending on their age. 

Concerning the most recent finds of skeletal remains in Vanuatu, found in Lapita contexts, 

Bedford et al (2010) states that no objections from the local communities have been 

presented. Local people are always involved with the fieldwork as a way of spreading 

knowledge about the research. This is a compulsory demand on research carried out, stated in 

the Vanuatu Cultural Research Policy. On the contrary, people do not express any feeling of 

discomfort about handling skeletal remains and seem interested and curious about the 

research (Bedford et al 2010, Regenvanu 1995, p.68).  Anthropologist Jean de Lannoy (2005, 

p.309) stated that people in Vanuatu seem to have a fairly relaxed attitude towards graves and 

burials. No special concern is taken if construction of some sort takes place close to a burial 

site.  
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Ethnologist Felix Speiser (1923) wrote about the concept of taboo and its relation to spirits in 

Ethnology in Vanuatu, a twentieth century study. Taboo is a prohibition to enter or disturb 

places or objects. Only certain chosen people are allowed access to these. Human skulls were 

treated with great reverence and were believed to hold the seat of the life and soul. Skulls of 

men could be casted into places were the spirits were believed to live. Sometimes the skull 

was removed from the rest of the body to be kept in a ceremonial building (Speiser 1923, 

pp.316-319). 

 

Back in 1881, Henry William Flower addressed the problem of acquiring human skulls from 

Vanuatu. The problem was made up by the fact that the local people didn’t want to be 

separated from their ancestors (Flower 1881, pp.76-77).     

 

8. Interviews Vanuatu 

The following paragraph is a summary of information received from the interviews made in 

Vanuatu. The informants have been made anonymous since the main focus of this essay is to 

elucidate the issues of the matter rather than personal opinions or statements. The group of 

informants consists of eight people in total. They are archaeologists, present and former 

cultural workers and one person involved in excavations during the 1960´s. The questions are 

presented above (5.).   

 

8.1. Answers Vanuatu 

 

8.1.1. General knowledge 

The general knowledge about archaeological research is quite poor in most parts of Vanuatu, 

especially in the rural areas. People begin to understand the importance of it, but only in the 

areas where excavations have taken place are people well aware of the purpose and practical 

use of the research. Before an excavation takes place, the fieldworker of that area talks to the 

local community and arranges all practical needs for the excavation team. In a previously 

unexplored village or island, it is of even greater importance that meetings are held, where the 

chiefs together with the rest of the village are informed about the excavation and get to 

discuss the work with the researchers. There might be a lot of suspicion from the local 

community at first, due to the poor initial knowledge about archaeology. Some people have an 
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idea that archaeologists might only come there to take cultural important things from the 

place, robbing the community of their identity. Concerns that archaeologists would remove 

the bones of their ancestors may also be present at first. The archaeologists need to explain 

that the objective of excavations is not to target graves. Had this been the case, the local 

community would certainly try to stop the excavation. People are sceptical about disturbing 

graves since they represent sacred places. It is considered taboo to excavate graves that are 

known and could be related to the history of the present population. Since people are not used 

to seeing skeletons, they might show signs of fear when these are discovered. There have been 

cases where skeletal remains have been found close to homes of people. After learning about 

the discovery they moved away, feeling that the place was a taboo site and even that ongoing 

illness was caused by the fact that the house was standing close to a burial ground. If people 

come across what they believe to be human skeletal remains while digging in the ground for 

some reason, they will stop digging and try to locate another spot.   

 

Sometimes a traditional custom ceremony needs to be performed before an excavation. Since 

skeletal remains found in the Lapita sites were unknown to the people of the community, and 

dated back further than their own history, no one in the community felt discomfort or violated 

when they were dug up. Being so, there is still a strong feeling in the community that human 

skeletal remains must be reburied at some point. The Christian faith is very strong in Vanuatu 

and people express that a proper reburial is the right thing to do. During excavations there 

might be expressed thoughts from people that it is wrong, in a Christian sense, to disturb the 

grave. Therefore the archaeologists must ensure that skeletal remains will be reburied after 

analysis. Traditional views may cause a fear of spirits and that they will retaliate if their bones 

are disturbed. These reburial ceremonies are performed through ceremonies led by the chiefs 

and pastors of the village. It does not matter that the skeletal remains predate Christianity, the 

Church is always involved in these ceremonies. The general practise is to put human skeletal 

remains back where they are found. Another reason for reburial is that the remains are not 

made accessible for anyone to use in the practise of black magic. If the community feels a 

relation to the remains it is up to them to decide what is going to happen to them. The 

community is always consulted when skeletal remains are found. Local schools are informed 

about the work and tours are organized for the public as a way of spreading knowledge. The 

Church has not expressed any feelings of violation in relation to the archaeological research.  
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8.1.2. Colonial times 

During the colonial times, even though there weren’t that many archaeologists per se, taboo 

places were sometimes excavated. The researcher only needed the approval of the French-

British government and not the local community. Local workers were recruited as labour and 

got paid from the researcher to help with the excavation. Local people didn’t necessary 

understand the reason behind the work, but were happy to help since they got paid. Even 

when going in to taboo areas of which they were frightened, some still followed. One example 

of this is the burial site of legendary Chief Roi Mata who died in the 17
th

 century A.D. The 

burial is located on Eretoka Island (upper picture on the cover). Had researchers come along 

today with the intent of digging in this taboo place, the local community would probably deny 

them. The strong research policy in use today gives the local community this authority. An 

anti-colonial struggle brought about the research ban in the mid 1980s. The people of Vanuatu 

didn’t want researchers from the outside to misrepresent the country. There was a fear that 

Vanuatu would be exploited and that there wouldn’t be anything left for Vanuatu researchers 

to discover. Research should be done by people from Vanuatu, not foreign researchers. In 

some places there people felt that researchers in past only came there to steal. Skulls taken 

from Vanuatu by ethnologists, said to be used only for research, later ended up in museums 

around the world and the people of Vanuatu felt cheated. The lack of a research policy in the 

colonial era was a problem. The people had no real chance to make their voices heard if they 

didn’t agree with archaeologists digging in culturally sensitive places.   

 

8.1.3. Repatriation 

There are approximately 2000 skulls from Vanuatu around the world today. They have been 

collected through different kind of research in the past. The Vanuatu Cultural Centre has 

collaboration with another organisation who is working for the repatriation of skulls to the 

Pacific. From Washington, USA, and Marseille, France, skulls are to be returned shortly. A 

problem with this work is that even though many countries today wish to send skulls back, in 

accordance to new policies in the sector of museums, it might be impossible to pinpoint their 

exact origin in Vanuatu. This is the case with many of the clay masked skulls (rambaramb). 

Another problem for the Vanuatu Cultural Centre is that no request has been made about these 

skulls from a local community.   

 

16 or 17 boxes of human skeletal remains, excavated in the 1960s, were sent back from 

America. There has been contact between the Vanuatu Cultural Centre, where the skeletal 
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remains are kept now, and the island where they were found. Representatives from the 

Vanuatu Cultural Centre think it would be a good thing for the remains to be sent back and 

reburied properly. The village in question was asked how they wanted to deal with the 

skeletal remains. Still after a couple of years, no answer had been given. One reason for this 

might be a fear of handling human skeletal remains. Among the traditional beliefs there is a 

strong association with illnesses or other negative physical effects and the touching of dead 

bodies. No one from the village has complained about the bones being taken from their place 

of burial.  

 

Compared to other Pacific populations, the Vanuatu people might be more indifferent when it 

comes to repatriating human skeletal remains. Their independence could be the reason for 

this. If Vanuatu would still be colonized, remains could have been used as means for political 

claims.  

 

8.1.4. Claims for land 

Another reason for reburial is that human bones must be reburied in the place they belong so 

they can be traced back as owners of the land. If one belongs to the land, one owns it. There 

have been requests put forward by local people for archaeologists to come and excavate 

graves in order to prove their right to the land. The archaeologists are very clear in their 

response to this. Archaeology cannot be used to prove land claims, the purpose of the research 

has nothing to do with this. People have tried to use archaeology in court cases but without 

success. Issues of this kind must be settled with other means. Also, funding for archaeological 

for archaeological research is mainly stipulated for the research on the Lapita period. Remains 

from these contexts have not yielded any political interest from local people. Kinship with 

17
th

 century Chief Roi Mata is a big topic at the moment (May 2010) and many people claim 

to be his relatives.                            

 

9. Result 

 

9.1. Laws and Policies 

There are no directions in the regulations about archaeological research (National Heritage 

Preservation Act) for how to handle human skeletal remains found in archaeological contexts 

in Vanuatu (Bedford et al 2010). In Sweden the situation is different where remains found can 
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be regarded as archaeological artefacts if they can be proved to be older than one hundred 

years and have been abandoned for some time and that it is the responsibility of the museums 

to protect these (Heritage Conservation Act) (Iregren & Schamm Hedelin 2010, p.56, Lövgren 

1994, pp.32-35).  

 

In Vanuatu, present regulations and policies for how research should be carried out have been 

developed to give more authority to the local community. The development took place to 

ensure that researchers weren’t given unlimited freedom (Regenvanu 1995, p.67). In Vanuatu 

the local community gets to state the conditions for how human skeletal remains should be 

treated in regards to reburial (Bedford et al 2010). Congregations in Sweden have in some 

cases objected to remains being removed from their graves without any information being 

given to the congregation in advance (Blomstrand 1995 p.35, Trotzig 1995, pp.7-8).  

 

The population of Vanuatu emphasizes the Christian values as reasons for reburial. According 

to them it is the right thing to do, and remains are always reburied. There is also a great 

respect for human skeletal remains among the people. They can be associated with spirits 

and/or fear of supernatural events. The research policies make sure that the wishes of the local 

community are carried out and the remains are reburied. Sometimes the skeletal remains are 

reburied first after analysis (Bedford et al 2010, Interviews Vanuatu 2010). The situation in 

Sweden is different and must be considered to be far more secularized than Vanuatu (Iregren 

& Schamm Hedelin 2010, p.58). The gap between religious values and research values has led 

to a number of debates when concerning reburial of skeletal remains. Even though the law 

might state that the responsibility for the remains falls onto the museums, there are feelings 

expressed from the Church side that the body is a part of creation and cannot be assigned to 

the state or museums (Nilsson 1995, pp.29-33, Trotzig 1995, p.9). The wish of the Church is 

that the skeletal remains are reburied and that reverence is prioritized. When this is not done 

representatives of the Church express that archaeologists violate both religious and general 

ethical values. A response to this from the researchers’ side is that the research represents 

ethical values that also need to be considered (Petersson 1995a, p.11). Human skeletal 

remains represent such a good source of information and they need to be kept accessible for 

research future revision (Iregren 2000, p.17, Iregren & Schamm Hedelin 2010, p.58, Lövgren 

1994, pp.13-15 & 27-29, National Heritage Board 1983, p.3, Palmquist 2004, p.26, Petersson 

1995b, pp.50-51, Redin 1995, p.43-44). This has led to compromises in a few cases where 

skeletal remains have been stored  in the Church in such a way that they are accessible to 
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further research (Interviews Sweden 2010, Lövgren 1994, pp.15-17, Palmquist 2004, p.23). 

This solution gets support from some researchers and also some representatives from the 

Church but are not favoured by others from both sides (Blomstrand 1995, pp.35-36, 

Interviews Sweden 2010). There seem to be a divide within the realm of archaeology as well. 

Some researchers feel that the excavation of human skeletons must be preceded by better 

reasons to why they are researched and that archaeologists should receive more critics 

(Interviews Sweden 2010).    

 

9.2. General knowledge 

The general knowledge about archaeology in Vanuatu is quite poor. This calls for elaborate 

information meetings to be held between the archaeologists and the local community before 

any excavation can take place. Poor knowledge and suspicion towards researchers as well as 

policies stating that the local community should be involved in the research are reasons for 

these meetings. The fieldworker system has been very helpful in these situations (Interviews 

Vanuatu 2010, Regenvanu 1995, p.68). Meetings sometimes precede excavations in Sweden 

as well but human remains are seldom discussed. The knowledge among the general public in 

Sweden about how archaeologists/osteologists work is not considered to be very good, even 

though there might be a great interest since the discipline is known to people for a long time 

(Interviews Sweden 2010).  

 

9.3. “Darker past” 

The suspicion against researchers in Vanuatu has its origin in the work done during the 

colonial times when research was approved by the colonial government. The people express 

the feelings that they didn’t have the chance to speak their will if they disagreed with the 

researchers (Bedford et al 2010, Interviews Vanuatu 2010, Munalpa oral communication 

2010). Similar feelings are revealed in the Swedish interviews where ideas are presented that 

state that osteologists still would practise racial biology today. It is a remnant from a long 

time ago that still affects the image of researchers (Interviews Sweden 2010, Nilsson Stutz 

2008, pp.157-158).    

 

9.4. Dates of skeletal remains 

If burials from Vanuatu predate their oral tradition, as the Lapita culture does, people don’t 

feel uncomfortable about them being excavated and analyzed. However if burials associated 
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with their oral tradition were disturbed this would cause upset feelings (Bedford et al 2010, 

Interviews Vanuatu). The debates in Sweden have often concerned the Church upset feelings 

about Christian graves being excavated. No conflict of this kind has been assigned to pre-

Christian graves being dug up. Archaeologists sometimes use this fact to argue that the 

Church is not objective in their claims for reverence. An answer to this is that the Church 

regards all burials to earn the same amount of reverence, but they only get aware of the 

situation if excavation of burials takes place in an ecclesiastical environment (Interviews 

Sweden 2010, Redin 1995, pp.39-45).     

   

9.5. Repatriation 

There is a conflict between the Saami population and the Swedish museums concerning 

skeletal remains claimed for repatriation by the Saami. These remains were found in an area 

that suggests that they are of Saami origin but the dating carried out by SHMM gives an 

earlier date that doesn’t correspond with previous archaeological research done on the Saami 

culture. Again the research value of the skeletal remains was claimed as a reason against 

reburial. One skull was repatriated with reference to its low scientific value (SHMM 2009). 

Voices from the Saami community have expressed feelings of anger, despair and being 

ignored as a minority. Questions have been raised concerning the possibility of the research 

realm to be trusted by the Saami population (Interviews Sweden 2010, Iregren 2000, pp.15-

18, Nilsson Stutz 2008, pp.157-158).  

 

Items and remains have been repatriated from Sweden to other countries (Nilsson Stutz 2008, 

p.157). No debate of this kind was present in the Vanuatu material. Human skeletal remains 

have been repatriated from other countries but most of the wishes that they are to be returned 

to their place of origin comes from people working in the Vanuatu Cultural Centre and not 

from the local community where the skeletal remains were found. Reasons for the lack of 

reclaims could be that political conflicts no longer exist between Vanuatu and the former 

colonial powers. Other aspects that affect this matter are the problem with knowing the exact 

origin of skeletal remains from Vanuatu and also a potential fear of handling them caused by 

traditional beliefs (Interviews Vanuatu 2010).    
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9.6. Land claims 

Land rigths, with reference to archaeological skeletal remains, have had no success in 

Vanuatu (Interviews Vanuatu 2010). In Sweden, land rights became the object of a trial 

between the Saami population and the State. Two archaeologists were used as witnesses, one 

on each side. It was settled in favour of the State. Evert Badou, the archaeologist of the 

winning side stated that archaeology could not be used to claim land (Badou 2007, p.170, 

Zachrisson 2007, pp.141-149).                         

 

10. Discussion 

In regards to the discussions and debates concerning the issues addressed in this paper, both 

similarities and differences could be seen between Sweden and Vanuatu.  

 

10.1. Similarities between Sweden and Vanuatu 

A past history of research that might still provide suspicion towards researchers was revealed 

in both Sweden and Vanuatu. The degree of knowledge among the general public about the 

work and methods of archaeologists and osteologists was higher in Sweden, but still the 

general knowledge about archaeological/osteological research is quite low in both two 

countries.      

 

One interesting aspect is the feeling of relation and belonging to the remains. The conflicts in 

Sweden have in many cases been concentrated to remains found in contexts related to a 

Church or remains claimed by minorities as the Saami population. Congregations of Churches 

express a feeling of connection with the people once buried in their Church surroundings, and 

minorities and indigenous people express strong feeling of connection with remains belonging 

to their ethnic or religious group. In Vanuatu this aspect does not present itself in conflicts, 

but are expressed by the fact that graves and burials that people feel close relations to are 

forbidden (taboo) for archaeologists to dig up. When graves that predate the present belief 

system or oral histories are excavated, the situation is reversed to the above in both countries, 

since the excavations of such graves don’t seem to cause any disputes in either country. In 

Vanuatu people do not object to that Lapita Burials being excavated since they do not belong 

to their own oral history. In Sweden no complaints have been made about pre-Christian 

burials being excavated. When some kind of connection can be made between the living today 



 32 

and the remains, there seem to be a risk of conflict. In both Sweden and Vanuatu, archaeology 

cannot be used for any kind of land claim.       

 

10.2. Differences between Sweden and Vanuatu?  

When it comes to reburying human remains from excavations, the situation in Vanuatu is 

much easier to comprehend than in Sweden. In Vanuatu all remains are reburied sooner or 

later in accordance to the wish of the local community. The conflicts connected to the issue of 

reburial of human remains from archaeological excavations are mainly associated with cases 

in Sweden. Since the law requires museums to protect abandoned items related to the Swedish 

heritage (this includes human skeletal remains) older than one hundred years, a collision of 

views is inevitable when congregations or minorities requests the remains to be reburied. The 

scientific view of many researchers is that the remains should be kept accessible for future 

revision. Discussions of this kind have not been revealed in the material from Vanuatu. The 

reason for this is that the general policy in archaeological excavations in Vanuatu is to always 

rebury human skeletal remains, sometimes directly, sometimes after analysis. Interviews 

reveal that Vanuatu is also represented by a far more Christian population. Religion is 

something that penetrates society in all branches, including archaeological research. That 

suggests that religious values are automatically respected. The gap between religion and 

research that presents itself in the material from Sweden in the debate between researchers 

and the Church doesn’t occur in Vanuatu.     

 

Even if Lapita remains are found in a non-Christian context, the Church is still involved in the 

reburial ceremony that takes place after excavation. Ideas of this kind are rejected by some of 

the researcher interviewed in Sweden. They feel it would be wrong to rebury someone 

according to a different faith than the one they believed in themselves. This view presents a 

problem when it comes to the discussion about the Saami remains presented above. 

Researchers are unwilling to return the remains claimed by the Saami population on the basis 

that the research value is too great, but also that their ethnic origin is unclear according to the 

researchers. To return them for a Saami reburial might be an ethical flaw if they are not 

Saami.  
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11. Conclusion  

The lack of debate on these matters in Vanuatu can be traced to the strong research policy that 

gives the local community the chance to be involved with and supervise the research carried 

out. The initial poor knowledge about archaeology among the population calls for information 

meetings to be held before every excavation. Thanks to the fieldworker system the potential 

gap between researchers and the local community is over-bridged. This gives the community 

the opportunity to understand what is going on and all suspicion is cleared up. If 

archaeologists find something that might create a sensitive issue, the people of the community 

are consulted. Decisions for reburial are closely connected to the Christian faith and according 

to this study all human skeletal remains are reburied.  

 

Sweden has got a legislation and system that is formed to protect objects of heritage. 

Unfortunately, what is seen as protection of historical research values by researchers is 

considered to be violations of religious and humanitarian reverence values by others. There is 

an obvious gap between research and religion due to a far more secularized population than in 

Vanuatu. A congregation in Sweden does not have the authority to decide how human skeletal 

remains should be handled if the legal criteria’s of being archaeological objects are fulfilled. 

Sometimes, information meetings take place before excavations in Sweden, but once the work 

is under way, the decisions about the findings are made according to standard research 

routines. Local people might be informed, but not consulted about the findings. This has led 

to conflicts of interest owing to fact that two different foundations of value collide, scientific 

and religious. The interviews indicated that people of the Church welcomed research to a 

certain extent and people of the researchers’ side were quite open to the idea of reburial. It is 

when the scientific norm of keeping material accessible for future revision comes into play 

that the real debate starts. Here, claims for reburial, as a way of paying respect to the human 

value, conflict with this scientific norm.    

 

The research history has provided conflicts between the Saami population and Swedish 

researchers. Today we question the ideology behind the collection of Saami skeletal remains 

in the early 20
th

 century. A similar history is presented in Vanuatu. During the colonial times 

in Vanuatu, remains were collected by Western researchers and brought overseas. The reason 

that the conflict between the Saami population and the Swedish researchers still goes on is 

connected to the facts that research values and accessibility is prioritized. Ethnical origin of 



 34 

the remains is questioned by the State representatives and the Saami population has expressed 

feelings of being ignored as a minority by the Swedish State. Accusations against present day 

researchers that they would still be practising racial biology have been put forward by the 

Saami, perhaps as a way of creating political power. If Vanuatu can be seen as a minority, in 

that capacity that it was formerly colonized, their independence in 1980 seem to have 

removed any claims for repatriation in the struggle for recognition and/or political rights.        

 

12. Summary 

A comparative study concerning discussions associated with reburial and repatriation of 

human skeletal remains were made between Sweden (Scandinavia) and Vanuatu (Melanesia). 

The study was funded by the Swedish International Development Agency (SIDA) in the form 

of a Minor Field Study scholarship. It enabled the author to travel to Vanuatu from Sweden 

for a stay of approximately 8 weeks. The research base on interviews and literature relating to 

issues on ethics and handling of human skeletal remains found in archaeological contexts 

from both countries.   

 

The study showed that the research policies in Vanuatu reduce the debates concerning 

handling of human skeletal remains in archaeological research. The Swedish system and 

research ideals sometimes contribute to creating issues in these matters. The local community 

has more authority in Vanuatu and Christian values stating that reburial is the right thing to do 

are prioritized. The debates between researchers and the Church in Sweden have no 

counterpart in Vanuatu. Concerning repatriation in Vanuatu, no claims have been made by 

local communities for returning skeletal remains. The conflict between the Saami population 

and Swedish researchers represent a kind of debate that has not evolved in Vanuatu. For both 

countries, there is a strong tendency of reacting stronger about human remains associated with 

the present belief system or history than those from earlier contexts.  

 

13. Final comment 

The author would like to emphasise the importance of communication between 

archaeologist/osteologists and society/local community. Laws and regulations may not always 

make out sufficient justification for all parties. Archaeological and osteological research is too 

important to have its credibility lost because of the lack of communication towards the public.        
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