
Open Le�er to University Press of Florida (UPF/UFP)

and Authors

19th of December 2020 

Dear Elizabeth Weiss, James W. Springer and University of Florida Press, 

We write to share our shock and disappointment with the publication of Repatriation and 
Erasing the Past (2020). The ideas espoused by the authors are antithetical to the 
contemporary practice of anthropology and actively harmful to Indigenous people and the 
strides the discipline has made in the last three decades.  

This book does not move discussions about the Native American Graves Protection and 
Repatriation Act (NAGPRA) or ethics forward. Worse, this work is reminiscent of colonial 
scholarship from more than a century ago. The authors explicitly harken back to what they 
refer to as the 19th century “traditional” definition of anthropology as the guiding framework 
for this book; for example, “We begin with the definition of anthropology that was the 
dominant understanding in the nineteenth century and twentieth century... It was the 
traditional belief of anthropologists, with which we agree, that it is possible to do these 
sorts of studies within a comparative, objective, and rigorous framework. Anthropology... 
flourished in the twentieth century. As part of that flourishing, there were established 
museums of anthropology or, more commonly, of natural history, that served as repositories 
for human biological and cultural remains. These museums, often associated with colleges 
and universities, dedicated themselves to the collection, conservation, preservation, study, 
and display of human biological and cultural remains.” (pg 1) This passage in and of itself is 
not reflective of the current perspective of the field of bioarchaeology and stands in 
opposition to our relations with a number of groups, including traditionally oppressed people 
(some of whom are anthropologists), who have repeatedly been hurt by the actions and 
institutionalized belief systems of our discipline.  

While anthropologists could easily ignore the antiquated thesis put forth in this book, we are 
deeply concerned with the explicitly racist ideology espoused by the authors and the 
complete lack of engagement with Indigenous communities. The violent language employed 
throughout this book is deeply disrespectful to Indigenous people and to the majority of 
bioarchaeologists, many of whom have spent years trying to combat the anti-Indigenous 
ideology that these authors have embraced. Many of our anthropological societies too have 
worked hard over several decades to right the wrongs in our practice of bioarchaeology and 
the harms we have caused to Indigenous people. This book sets those efforts back in deep 



the harms we have caused to Indigenous people. This book sets those efforts back in deep 
and serious ways, and reinforces the trepidation that many Native people have, and are right 
to have, about anthropologists as a whole.  

The discourse in this book has consequences. Scholars have already contacted some of the 
authors of this open letter, worried about publishing their work with UPF/UFP and 
associated journals. Others have publicly expressed concern about the quality of peer 
review at UPF. Gwen Robbins Schug and Sian Halcrow will also address this book in a 
forthcoming Editorial for Bioarchaeology International, which takes a constructive approach 

and is focused on the importance of building positive relationships between anthropologists 
(bioarchaeologists) and Indigenous communities. Other colleagues are currently writing 
critical reviews of this book for various professional journals.  

In the interest of circulating this letter in a timely fashion, we do not provide an in-depth 
critique of the book here, as various social media threads have highlighted excerpts from 
the book  (https://twitter.com/DrKillgrove/status/1339289163540160514?s=20). This is not 
a knee-jerk reaction by bioarchaeologists and archaeologists to the current social media 
attention of this book. Rather, anthropologists as a group are reacting strongly to the 
authors’ idea that repatriation is an “ideology of victimization” (pgs. 3-4); to their assertion 
that laws such as NAGPRA mean “deference to Native American perspective” that “creates 
unfair advantage” (pg. 94); to their incorrect assertion that “the courts have practiced 
religious discrimination and racial discrimination in their admission and weighing of 
evidence” (pg. 183) related to oral traditions of Indigenous groups; and to the authors’ 
scientistic claim that “repatriation hinders scientific research” (pg. 194).  

This is not the authors’ first time publishing these ideas, but UPF/UFP is the biggest 
platform they have gotten so far. Professor Weiss published a similar book called Reburying 
the Past: The Effects of Repatriation and Reburial on Scientific Inquiry in 2008 (Nova 
Science Publishers, a publishing house of questionable repute). This book was widely 
panned by fellow anthropologists. For example, the first line of Tamara L. Bray’s 2011 review 
in Museum Anthropology 34(1):73 is: “This book is, without doubt, the most shallow, poorly 
written, and deliberately insulting pieces of work I have ever read by a fellow academic.” 
Bray also notes that the content of this very similar book is “uniformly facile and derogatory” 
and “a self-absorbed diatribe about repatriation.” A review by Soren Blau in the 2011 Journal 
of Archaeological Science 38(2):482 similarly notes Weiss’s “naive and derogatory manner” 
and finds that “Weiss demonstrates a significant lack of rigour in attempting to discuss the 
effects of repatriation and reburial on scientific inquiry.” Blau concludes by suggesting that 
Weiss’s book does a disservice to partnerships between Native Americans and 
anthropologists. We could quote these entire reviews wholesale for Repatriation and Erasing 
the Past, as Weiss has no new ideas 12 years on, and seemingly has doubled down on her 
anti-Indigenous stance. 

As scholars, we welcome debate about issues of repatriation. However, the rights of 
Indigenous communities have been totally neglected and dismissed within this book. We 
acknowledge that NAGPRA is far from perfect, and there are many critiques of the law from 
Indigenous people, scientists, and Indigenous scientists. Without spending time mounting a 
full defense and re-examination of NAGPRA in this letter, we would like to assert that 
NAGPRA is not a tool to “hinder[s] scientific research through the loss of collections, the 
inhibition of freedom of inquiry, and censorship,” as stated by Weiss and Springer (pg 194). 
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https://www.google.com/url?q=https://twitter.com/DrKillgrove/status/1339289163540160514?s%3D20&sa=D&source=editors&ust=1650252952354604&usg=AOvVaw3Rd--25I2nsM58bmY1JdrP


NAGPRA is a 1990 law and set of procedures with a limited scope that seeks to affirm Tribal 
sovereignty, and ensure that the ancestors of Native people are treated with the same level 
of care and protection under the law that has historically been afforded to other human 
remains in the United States.   
     
To conclude, this volume promotes racist ideologies and reflects very badly on the 
University Press of Florida, anthropologists associated with the press, and our profession in 
general. We value the vast majority of scholarship published by UPF/UFP and we understand 
that this is not the first time these authors have expressed these views in print. However, we 
do not support the choice UPF/UFP’s editors made to publish this book, and we call into 
question the reviewing process for this book.  

While some of us favor retraction of the volume, we recognize that not everyone shares that 
view (see original letter here - 
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1Qm0kYiZP0PsqDkW9t4UQsgX6Yr92Ip3E/view?
usp=sharing; and the UPF/UFP response from Romi Gutierrez - 
https://docs.google.com/document/d/157F5Tw_JUuSFN_e79gtPzdt8VEEeoagy20y2Y2xbO
F0/edit?usp=sharing). 

Although there is lack of consensus on retraction, we agree that UPF/UFP should take 
immediate action with regard to Repatriation and Erasing the Past: 

1. We feel that UPF/UFP should not make this book open access, as that may cause further 
harm to Indigenous communities and scholars.  
2. We suggest that UPF/UFP publicly promote counter-examples to Weiss and Springer. An 
excellent recent example is Working With and For Ancestors (Routledge, 2020 -  
https://www.routledge.com/Working-with-and-for-Ancestors-Collaboration-in-the-Care-and-
Study-of-Ancestral/Meloche-Spake-Nichols/p/book/9780367408282).  
3. We recommend that a constructive approach moving forward is to work in partnership 
with Indigenous scholars and communities to ask what UPF/UFP can do to help counter the 
harm that has already been done in publishing this book, and to make sure that a mistake 
like this doesn’t happen again.  

Yours sincerely, 

Sian Halcrow (University of Otago, New Zealand) 

Amber Aranui (Te Papa Tongarewa, Museum of New Zealand) 

Stephanie Halmhofer (University of Alberta, Canada) 

Annalisa Heppner (Brown University, USA) 

Kristina Killgrove (University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, USA) 

Gwen Robbins Schug (University of North Carolina at Greensboro / Appalachian State 
University, USA) 
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Email *

**NOTE**: On 28 December 2020, Weiss and Springer emailed the open letter authors with a 
response. A link to screenshots of that email is here: 
https://twitter.com/DrKillgrove/status/1343594698242465793?s=20. We encourage anyone 
who wants to read the full manuscript to obtain it through a library or via the many PDFs 
floating around rather than paying to purchase the book. 
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