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“In almost all his cases, Holmes’s scientific methods are directed toward securing an identity that is unstable or making visible an identity that has disappeared. He is asked to focus his energies on the identification of a suspect body and a set of documents….”

I. Introduction

Bear with me tonight. In this talk I have committed myself to address themes central to this co-curricular initiative on Scientific Freedom and Responsibility by telling you about a family tragedy and connecting it to my historical scholarship on race, culture, and memory in the Americas. In the process I will involve in this narrative aspects of the history of physical anthropology and its relationship to forensic anthropology in the U.S., and transport us to the military dictatorships of Argentina, Guatemala, Paraguay, and Brazil from the 1940s to the 1980s.  

In the course of this story we will meet Vatican diplomats in Latin America, and even notorious Nazi doctors like Josef Mengele, the “Angel of Death” in the concentration camp of Auschwitz. The main issue that I explore connected to the themes of this co-curricular initiative involve what one scholar calls, “the dilemma of forensic sciences”- namely, that its effectiveness depends on a relationship of trust with state power.  If so, I ask much later, what moral dilemmas arise, and for whom when science is put at the service of a state whose leadership commits its power to terrorizing its own population?

II. A Disappearance in the Family

In September 1981, twenty years to this month, my cousin, Jorge Zavala Euraque, became a victim of  state-sponsored political terror sweeping Latin America then. He was abducted in the Honduran capital of Tegucigalpa, and he has never been seen again. It is most probable that he was abducted by a death-squad trained by Argentinean intelligence officers brought to Honduras by the country’s armed forces, as such tapping into Argentinean military expertise in abduction and torture that disappeared and murdered thousands in that country in the 1970s and early 1980s. 

As of the mid-1990s, Jorge Zavala Euraque was  registered as case No. 37 in The Facts Speak for Themselves, an official  report on the Honduran disappeared published in 1993 by the Commissioner for the Protection of Human Rights in Honduras.
 I have followed my cousin’s case since then, and my intervention in the broad theme of the co-curricular initiative on “Scientific Freedom and Responsibility” is inspired by my cousin’s as of yet unresolved “disappearance.” On the other hand, while this exposition emerges from a very personal experience, my reflections regarding the aftermath of Jorge Zavala Euraque’s abduction, and probable murder, are intimately connected with critical issues in what is today known as the “science of forensic anthropology,” and its concerns with human rights in the Americas, hence the title of this brief talk. More about that later.

In 1998, a team of Forensic Anthropologists with experience in exhuming  remains in clandestine mass graves of presumably disappeared in Guatemala arrived in Honduras to begin a similar process. That team of Guatemalan, European and U.S. forensic anthropologists in turn  were trained by Argentineans different from those who arrived in Tegucigalpa in the early 1980s.
 The forensic anthropologists who arrived in Honduras in 1998 were trained by the Argentinean Team of Forensic Anthropologists, a group of experts in that  profession  whose certification as a “discipline” began in the U.S. in the 1970s, and in Latin America in the late 1980s and really in the 1990s. The Argentinean Team of Forensic Anthropologists organized themselves between 1984 and 1986, when the Argentinean political system, now in democratic, civilian hands faced the problem of accountability for the thousands disappeared by Argentinean military between 1977 and 1983.

The Guatemalan forensic anthropologists who arrived in Honduras drew on horrible experiences exhuming remains in various indigenous villages, mostly Mayan, killed by the Guatemala military dictatorship. There, as in Argentina and elsewhere in Latin America, thousands had been abducted, often in front of families and neighbors, tortured, and then buried in unmarked graves. As the political system in Guatemala made the transition to a nominal civilian, democratic regime, that society was faced with the question of accountability also. Who organized the torture and disappearances? How to bring legal accusations without bodies? How to identify remains after years of deterioration? How to reconstruct methods of killing? How to make unearthened remains, mostly bones and teeth, admissible pieces of evidence in courts? An answer lay precisely in those bones and the living’s tenacity about making them speak. 

To this courage I cite a  Mayan Indian whose testimony records atrocities in Guatemala from that period:

I dedicate this book 

to the memory

of the many thousand

Guatemalans

Who were killed or disappeared

During this decade

Of  aggression and struggle.

And even

If there are attempts

to blot out their names

little by little

I know that wild flowers

Are growing daily

From their clandestine bones-

Scattered there in the ravines and the mountains.

III. The Past and Present of a Science: Physical Anthropology

Bones…. Clyde S. Snow, the most important living forensic anthropologist once declared, “there is a brief but very useful and informative biography of an individual contained within the skeleton, if you know how to read it.” My professional expertise as a historian of Latin America does not often bring me close to unearthened bones, to dental remains, or to blood  stains. However, in 1998, when the Guatemalan Forensic Anthropology Team was in Honduras looking for the remains of the disappeared, I was conducting research in Genoa, Italy in the private archives of one Federico Lunardi, an experience that provoked greater curiosity about human bones. I made a discovery In Genoa that motivated a greater interest between skeletal remains, memory and history, especially given my interest in race, culture and history in Central America.

Lunardi, the Vatican’s diplomatic representative in Honduras between 1938 and 1948, is  known less for his diplomacy and religious practices, than for his expertise in archaeology and anthropology.
 He actually spent most of his time in Honduras practicing these disciplines largely as a self-taught expert with impressive connections to professional archaeologists and anthropologists in the Americas, from authorities at the Peabody  Museum at  Harvard to Dr. J.J. Imbelloni,  the Director of the Museum of Natural Science of Argentina in Buenos Aires.  

In the archive in Genoa I discovered correspondence between Lunardi and Imbelloni in which Lunardi confirmed having shipped skeletal remains of Honduran Indians to Buenos Aires so that Imbelloni could confirm their “racial purity” through various anthropometric measurements. In Honduras Lunardi lacked the range of “scientific instruments” that physical anthropology had developed in the 19th and early 20th centuries to measure craniums, and skeletal structures, primarily of indigenous peoples conquered and subjugated by European powers since the 15th century. 

In the U.S., some of the country’s most esteemed academic and cultural institutions became the recipients of remains unearthed by physical anthropologists, from Yale University to the Smithsonian. Only in 1990, through the Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act (NAGPRA), did the U.S. Congress finally legislate the issue, and now some of those remains are being returned to origina graves. Ironically, forensic anthropology in the Americas, an off-shoot of physical anthropology in Europe and the U.S. has now been tapped in the struggle for Human Rights in the Americas.  How did this come to be?  How can this recent and contemporary history of forensic anthropology in the Americas bring to the fore critical questions to issues of Scientific Freedom and Responsibility that this co-curricular initiative aims to highlight?

IV. The Emergence of Forensic Anthropology

The racist past of much of physical anthropology has been systematically addressed in the work of many scholars in the U.S., from George W. Stocking, to Stephen J. Gould, to John S. Haller. For my purposes here, the main problem was that physical anthropology until the 1950s, especially in the U.S., assumed that its measurements of craniums and other human limbs could be used not only to classify “races” in anthropomorphic biological terms, but that  behaviors, moral stature and even intelligence could be deduced from such measurements and classification.  This so-called science was called craniometry, and it assumed a biological racial ranking of the kind that motivated Lunardi in Honduras, Imbelloni in Argentina, and even Nazi doctors  in the 1930s and 1940s.  Indeed, this kind of “science” also informed much of  the Nazi medical experiments with Jews interned in concentration camps during Word War II. A key institution in that horror was  the Institute of Biological Racial and Evolutionary Research in Berlin. That in itself was not a mistake. As Stocking has argued, the history of anthropology took distinct paths in different European countries.
 Physical anthropologists in Germany in the 1920s  became important innovators in the instrumentation presumed necessary for many anthropometric measurements, including craniometry. Indeed, my research in Genoa shows that Imbelloni’s instruments used to measure the remains shipped by Lunardi from Honduras were purchased in Germany. Those and other instruments were put to horrific use by Nazi scientists and physicians, most famously, Dr. Josef Mengele.

Josef Mengele, born in 1911, studied in Munich, Boon, Frankfurt and Vienna. In 1935 he earned a degree from Munich’s Anthropological Institute with a dissertation entitled, “Racial Morphological Examination of the Lower Part of the Jaw Bone Among Four Racial Groups.” He followed this with a 1938 medical thesis entitled, “Clan Examination at Lip-Jaw-Palate-Cleft.”  Involved in right-wing organizations in Germany since the 1920s, in 1937 he joined the Nazi SS while a medical student. He eventually joined the Institute of Hereditary Biology and Racial Hygiene. By 1943 he was at the Auschwitz concentration camp directing genetic experiments on Jews, and other impure races. After the war he fled to South America, and only in the mid-1950s did his story begin to attract attention. 

By the 1950s and especially in the 1960s, Mengele’s experiments, and the  racist assumptions that grounded much physical anthropology, to say nothing of craniometry, made this science suspect, at least as a discipline to study human difference and variation across continents. On the other hand, in a strange twist of history,  the search for the skeletal remains of the fugitive Mengele in Brazil helped to not only restore a certain legitimacy to aspects of physical anthropology, but to consolidate the then emerging discipline of forensic anthropology. Ironically, it was Clyde Snow, who, while training the Argentinean anthropologists in the 1980s, also examined the suspected remains of Mengele. 

Mengele had managed to hide first in Argentina, where he arrived in 1949, almost at that time that Lunardi left Honduras.  Mengele then moved to  Paraguay, protected there by the military dictatorship of General Alfredo Strossner. Thereafter, a South American neo-Nazi network within the German expatriate community and right-wing Argentineans eased Mengele’s travel and settlement in Brazil in the 1960s and 1970s. There, military dictators were ordering the kinds of torture and political disappearances that killed my cousin in 1981, two years after Mengele died in a drowning accident in Brazil. Again, it was the forensic anthropologist Clyde C. Snow who confirmed Mengele’s remains.

Snow is a central figure in the establishment of forensic anthropology as an off-shoot of physical anthropology and with the institutional support of forensic sciences in the U.S.. Born in Texas in 1928, the son of  a doctor, he earned a master’s degree in Zoology in the 1950s, and joined the U.S. Air Force’s Medical Service Corps at its Histopathology Center. In the early 1960s he studied archaeology at the University of Arizona but switched to a Ph.D in anthropology, completing a dissertation on Savannah baboons. Soon after he joined the Civil Aeromedical Institute, where he studied airplane crash fatalities to determine causes of death. 

Snow’s skills and professional reputation grew mostly within the American Academy of Forensic Sciences (AAFS), and not in physical anthropology, whose racist history made it a kind of a marginal “science” within many university anthropology departments and professional associations. In 1972, the AAFS officially recognized forensic anthropology as a subfield, and Snow was instrumental in this process. By 1977, the  AAFS and the Forensic Sciences Foundation (FSF) incorporated the American Board of  Forensic Anthropology (ABFA)  to certify professionals in the field. 

Thus, in this process “forensic”, which means of or pertaining to the law or jurisprudence and courts, became associated with particular techniques  developed by a physical anthropology to some extent cleansed from its racist and racialized past.
 So, according to one of its younger practitioners,  Dr. A. Midori Albert, “from within the specialized area of osteology- the study of bones—comes the application of the methods and techniques of analyzing skeletal remains to cases of legal importance.” What constitutes “legal importance”? Who determines this? Why are these questions relevant? We will see—I hope!

V. The Dilemma of Forensic Sciences and the Rise of Forensic Anthropology

Snow’s professional stature in this consolidating scientific field is what made him a critical figure when the democratic government of  Raul Alfonsin in Argentina began finally investigating the recent history of torture, murder, and disappearances there. Equally important for the issues of this co-curricular initiative, Snow’s professional mission in Argentina in the 1980s  was confronted with what one of his colleagues called “the dilemma of forensic science.” What is that dilemma? How does it highlight issues relevant to this co-curricular initiative on scientific freedom and responsibility in the context of the Americas?

The dilemma for the forensic sciences is that “because the field rests on the concept of a legitimate government authority, forensic scientists face a distressful and dangerous situation when the state itself subverts the system of justice.”
  A  case in point. When Snow and others interviewed Argentine police surgeons and pathologists in morgues in Buenos Aires about their collaboration with the military dictatorships, one pathologist asked: “What could we do? Some of us had families. And who could we have turned to for help? If we had protested, we too would have been detained and probably killed.”
 Why is it that forensic science suffers this dilemma? Is it unique to this science? Or is it integral to the fact that science is always in practice within the domain of regulations, wether connected to jurisprudence and courts or not?

The latter questions I leave to the audience tonight and to perhaps other panels in the course of this co-curricular initiative. The first question- why is it that forensic science suffers this dilemma?- is perhaps best approached in the case of the U.S. by examining the institutional self-definition of the professional organizations which legitimate forensic science here. According to the American Academy of Forensic Science (AAFS) its membership  includes “physicians, criminalists, toxicologists, attorneys, dentists, physical anthropologists, document examiners, engineering scientists, psychiatrists, educators, and others who practice and perform research in the many diverse fields relating to forensic science.” 

The members of the Academy reside in all 50 United States, Canada, and 50 other countries throughout the world, an organization established in 1948, it “is a professional society dedicated to the application of science to the law.” Its membership includes “physicians, criminalists, toxicologists, attorneys, dentists, physical anthropologists, document examiners, engineering scientists, psychiatrists, educators, and others who practice and perform research in the many diverse fields relating to forensic science. The members of the Academy reside in all 50 United States, Canada, and 50 other countries throughout the world.”
 

One of the diverse fields related to forensic science professional acknowledged by the AAFS is “Physical Anthropology.” According to the Forensic Sciences Foundation, established in 1969, 

The next time you read in the newspaper or hear on the radio and TV that a body or skeleton has been found, it is likely that a forensic anthropologist will be contacted to identify it. Forensic anthropologists are also called to identify individuals killed in disasters such as plane crashes, explosions, fires and other tragedies resulting in the loss of life and mutilation of bodies.

In this society, identification of the dead is important for many reasons. The initial step in homicide investigations is usually determining the identity of the victim. This not only concerns relatives of the deceased, but also judicial authorities who need to know whether someone is alive or dead so that wills can be read, estates settled, second marriages can be contracted, and so forth. Law enforcement agencies need to know if recovered bones are human or nonhuman. If they are human and of recent origin, the individual must be identified, and the cause of death and time elapsed since death need to be determined.

The person performing this task is usually a physical anthropologist who has specialized in the study of human skeletal biology. Physical anthropologists have a long tradition of the study of human skeletal remains from ancient societies. The techniques they have developed to determine sex, age, ancestral background (race), health status, markers of trauma and occupational stress and stature in life also have proven extremely useful in forensic sciences.

When describing the work of the forensic scientist, the Forensic Sciences Foundation assumes that, “the legal system is based on the belief that the legal process results in justice.” Again, and with this I end, what happens to forensic science in societies, as in the cases of Nazi Germany, or Argentina in the 1970s, or Guatemala in the 1980s, or others in the world, when the “state itself subverts the system of justice”?
 Are those concerned with these issues left only with developing another science, forensic anthropology in this case, to look for bones in clandestine graves, and then appeal for justice to the state again?

Gracias.
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