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Introduction. Please note that our contribution to this consultation is primarily 
concerned with the treatment of ‘human remains’, and that, although we use 
the ‘HR’ term throughout this response, we prefer the term ‘ancestors’. We 
strongly believe that the choice of words we all use in the discussion of the 
ethical treatment of human remains is at the heart of a lot of past museum 
practice that could be improved. We submit our ‘Definitions’ document 
separately for consideration and would welcome the opportunity to elaborate 
outside of the consultation. Honouring the Ancient Dead. 
 
1. What are the top three values you think should be at the core of all 
museums’ work? 
 
Education for all : meaning, generosity of education – giving knowledge and 
insight to all members of society regardless of their educational attainment, 
their intellectual ability or cultural bias; and illuminating all facets of collections 
i.e. not just historical and scientific data but social, cultural, spiritual, artistic 
insights and so on. 
 
Open mindedness : the willingness to explore, accept and present alternative 
approaches and philosophies. 
 
Respect : for individuals, communities, cultures, both human and non-human, 
in all their diversity, living and dead, whole and fractured. 
 
 
2. Are there issues that you think require particular scrutiny? 
 
With particular regard to the treatment of ‘human remains’, when rewriting the 
MA code, consideration should be given to perspectives that are not centered 
around scientific rational materialism or Christian dualism.  Wherever the MA 
is willing to explore other perspectives, and so be more inclusive in terms of 
cultural and religious diversity, it would encourage its membership to think 
more broadly and act more inclusively too.  Prejudices in this area can be 
hard to see, and accept, hidden as they often are in cultural assumptions. 
 
Consultation with local communities on every instance of acquisition, use and 
de-accession of human remains should become the norm.  
 
 
3. What would make the code easier for you and your organisation to use and 
engage with? 
 
Short and readable is good, but only if it has the flexibility to expand to be 
inclusive, and relevant, in all cases. The language used should be expressed 
such that it is accessible to all, i.e. not written for university level educated 
people and certainly not just for museum professionals. In an era where 
volunteers are increasingly working within museums, policies should be 



accessible and comprehensible to all. The aim should be to encourage 
museums in attaining inclusive involvement with the whole community.   
 
 
4. Are there examples of other codes of ethics that should be used to inform 
the MA’s review of the Code of Ethics? 
 
UNESCO’s Constitution, with its emphasis on the importance of human 
dignity should be consulted. If English Heritage had consulted it in preparing 
their current display of human remains at the Stonehenge Visitor Centre, they 
should have reached the conclusion that the display is in contradiction to the 
UNESCO founding principles. The UNESCO principles are worth reflecting on 
in respect to the ethics of all museums.  
 
HAD has published a range of guidance documents based on its own ethics, 
which will be made available separately to this consultation via email.  
 
 
5 What are our responsibilities to the public?  How should the Code of Ethics 
reflect these responsibilities? 
 
We take this to mean the responsibilities of museums generally.   
 
We believe museums have a responsibility as a source of education: with 
reference to culture, philosophy, history, geology, science, and so on, and 
thus also to perspective and attitude.  The way, in which an ancestor, an 
animal, an artefact, is displayed, stored, talked about, presents a perspective 
and imparts an attitude with regard to the value of that person or thing.  In 
other words, it is not only where something or someone was positioned within 
its or their own cultural, temporal, geographical context, but also where they 
are placed within ours that is important. 
 
 
6. How can we ensure an ethical approach to learning, including lifelong 
learning? 
 
Ensuring different perspectives are presented. 
Ensuring comprehensive contextualisation of all displays. 
Ensuring currency with contemporary issues. 
 
 
7. What are the principle ethical issues around co-curation/co-production?  Do 
you have case studies or experiences showing how to adopt co-curation 
practices in an ethical and responsible way? 
 
No comment. 
 
 
8. What are the ethical issues we need to consider when dealing with 



vulnerable sections of society? 
 
Recognising just where vulnerabilities exist is crucial.   Vulnerability is not just 
present where it is obvious, such as in physical disability; vulnerability can 
also be hidden.  Individuals can be vulnerable through lack of education, the 
effects of trauma, and mental health issues.  There are vulnerabilities within 
communities that have experienced prejudice and discrimination, for religious, 
political, racial and cultural reasons.  For example, someone who reveres 
nature and ancestry can feel intensely vulnerable where a museum has 
chosen to display an individual or artefact without sensitivity to these beliefs. 
 
 
9. What are the principal ethical concerns around acquisition?  How should 
the Code of Ethics reflect this? 
 
The Code of Ethics should incorporate more transparency on how human 
remains are, and have been, acquistioned.  Many collections were acquired in 
before museum ethics were a consideration.  There is a need for policy to 
address issues arising from historical acquisitions. 
 
See also the comments in response to question 22 – repatriation issues.  
 
10. Is the current wording on disposal sufficient for museums to make an 
informed decision about disposal, de-accessioning and transfer from 
collections? 
 
No.  
 
Point 6.18 states ‘Respond to requests for return of human remains, and other 
culturally sensitive material with understanding and respect for communities of 
origin. (See DCMS guidance on human remains.)’ 
 
The DCMS guidance on human remains is based around the premise of 
disposal based on repatriation requests by acknowledged communities of 
descendants. This is not pertinent to the UK situation and nor does it give any 
consideration to the human dignity of the individual whose physical remains 
are being discussed. Consequently, the new MA Code of Ethics should 
specifically discourage all references to and reliance on the current DCMS 
guidance.  
 
The Code of Ethics wording has an assumed bias towards inaction that needs 
to be addressed. The current wording centres around museums’ duty to 
safeguard collections for future generations – without giving consideration to 
safeguarding the wishes of past generations, i.e. a community’s intent to lay 
their dead to rest in peace in whatever form they chose at the time, whatever 
their beliefs. The revised Code of Ethics should clearly set out the principle 
that scientific research and educational value should not be automatically 
assumed to trump social, moral, ethical or spiritual value.  



 
Through the new Code of Ethics, museums should be encouraged to look 
again at the human remains in their collections, to consider whether the 
reasons for retention are strong enough, or whether de-accession (for 
repatriation or reburial) is ethically more appropriate, using consultation with 
local communities and other interested parties.  
 
11.  Are there circumstances in which we should give more weight to access 
to items than preservation?  How should the Code of Ethics reflect this? 
 
The new Code of Ethics should encourage universal opportunities for access 
to human remains.  For those whose cultural or religious beliefs encourage 
reverence for ancestors, allowing easier access to the material remains of 
their ancestors would reflect a more inclusive ethics.  While there are few who 
would wish to take advantage of the opportunity, those who would like to are 
likely to be wholly respectful.  The opportunity to meditate or make prayers 
with an ancestor would be deeply valued.   
 
Beyond preservation, reburial of ancestral ash and bones allows a community 
to engage more fully in the lives of these ancestors.  Creating a reburial event, 
having a memorial erected, encouraging public involvement (see HAD’s 
Reburial Handbook), brings ancestors out of the dusty cupboards where they 
are unlikely to be studied or displayed for lack of funding, and into the heart of 
a community. 
 
12. What are the principal ethical concerns around interpretation and 
research?  How should the Code of Ethics reflect these? 
 
The only reason to retain human remains within a museum is to learn from the 
lives of these ancestors, and educate others from that learning: exploring all 
the data gleaned, creating potential stories and presenting 
those stories.  Having a few words on a card by a display is 
unacceptable.  HAD does not support the display of any human remains, but 
where a replica were made of an individual for display, this needs fully 
contextualising.   
 
The vast majority of human remains retained by museums are never 
displayed or researched – as borne out by our own unique survey of UK 
collections. The ethics of retaining human remains for whom there is not 
adequate contextual information, or resources for study, needs to addressed 
in the new Code. 
 
The keystone argument for the retention of under-utilized human remains is 
the possibility of the emergence of future scientific techniques that may make 
more knowledge about ancestors possible. The scientific vs. moral imperative 
impasse arises and the science almost always wins.  A Code of Ethics for the 
modern world must suggest a move away from assumed retention for 
research and towards de-accession - unless there is a proven, funded case 



for immediate retention and use.  
 
HAD has no comment on questions 13 - 21: 
 
13. What ethical considerations should the Code of Ethics cover relating to 
commercial activities?  Please prove case studies and examples where 
possible. 
14. What are the ethical considerations when working in partnership with 
other organisations? Do you have case studies or examples on this issue? 
15. What are the principal ethical concerns around employment in the 
museum sector?  How should the Code of Ethics reflect this? 
16. What are the principal ethical concerns around volunteering and 
internships in the museums sector?  How should the Code of Ethics reflect 
this? 
17. What are the principal ethical concerns around increasing diversity in the 
museums sector? How should the Code of Ethics reflect this? 
18. What are the principal ethical concerns around professional development? 
How should the Code of Ethics reflect this? 
19. What are the principal ethical concerns around the use of digital 
technology including issues around digital inclusion? How should the Code of 
Ethics reflect this? 
20. What are the principal ethical concerns around digital collections in the 
museums sector? How should the Code of Ethics reflect this? 
21. How can the Code of Ethics reflect best practice in dealing with human 
rights issues outside of the UK?  How might both national and global 
responsibilities be reflected in the revised Code of Ethics 
 
22. Does the current guidance on repatriation of objects reflect ethical 
practice?  Is there new evidence that should be taken into account in the new 
Code of Ethics? 
 
See earlier comments on DCMS Guidance.  
 
Additionally, we are aware of cases within the UK where ancestors are being 
removed by default from local communities (i.e. moved geographically from 
where they are found) without those communities being consulted due to lack 
of local archaeological budget and/or skilled resources. Post-excavation this 
leaves the situation of human remains being permanently dislocated from 
contemporary communities with no prospect of return under current guidance 
and ethics. This issue of internal ex-patriation within the UK needs to be 
considered within the new Code of Ethics, bringing the question to the fore. 
 
23. What are the principal ethical concerns around international partnership 
working? How should the Code of Ethics reflect this? 
 
No comment. 
 
24. What are the principal ethical concerns around sustainable practice in 
museums? How should the Code of Ethics reflect this? 
 



No comment. 
	  


