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The State Affairs Committee has considered SSHJR 58

Relating to the return of human remains from the Smithsonian Institution.
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Alaska State Legislature

House
P.0. BOX V
State Capitol
Official Business Juneau, Alaska 99811

MEMORANDUM

%

TO: Representative Fran Ulmer, Chair
House State Affairs Committe

FROM: Representative F. Kay Wallis
District 24

DATE: February 18, 1988

SUBJ: Scheduling of House Joint Resolution 58

Please consider placing House Joint Resolution 58 on
the House State Affairs Committee agenda as soon as possible.

HJR 58 requests that the Smithsonian Institution return
to Alaska human remains that were collected from Native
villages here around the turn of the century.

This resolution is introduced to encourage the
Smithsonian Institution to be helpful and responsive to
people from Alaska requesting information about, or return
of, the remains of their families that are now iIn storage or
on display in the Smithsonian museums.

This resolution was drafted iIn response to requests for
help from people 1n my district who had encountered
difficulties in recovering the remains of their families.

We recognize that the Smithsonian Institution 1is
already working on identifying the human remains in their
collection that date from the turn of the century i1n order
to attempt to return them when possible. However, we feel
they need to be reminded of how important this issue is to
our people.

Thank you.



QUESTIONS AND ANSWERS
ON
SPONSOR SUBSTITUTE HOUSE JOINT RESOLUTION 58

What is the purpose of this resolution?

The purpose of SSHJR 58 i1s to encourage the Smithsonian
Institution to be more responsive to individuals and tribal
organizations requesting the return of human remains taken
from their families or regions iIn Alaska around the turn of

the century.

To whom will the remains be returned?

The sponsor substitute for HIJR 58 makes i1t clear that
human remains, now on display or In storage at the
Smithsonian, will be returned to families or tribal
organizations (genetic and cultural descendants) that
request them.

What will happen to the remains?

While this is a private matter to be determined by the
descendants, most remains will probably be given a proper and
permanent burial.

Is there a fiscal Impact on the State of Alaska?

SSHJR 58 has a zero fiscal note.

What is the extent of the Smithsonian®s collectiar n
remains?

It 1s estimated that the Smithsonian has skeletons of
over 14,000 American Indians, including the remains of four
to six thousand Alaskan Natives. Many of these were taken
unsystematically and unethically from village graves or were
bought from people who had no right to sell them. Because of
the way they were collected, most of the remains are of
limited scientific value.

Does SSHJR 58 address archaeological human remains?

No. These remains, hundreds to thousands of years old,
were recovered through archaeological excavations, and many
are of scientific value.



When and how was the material addressed by SSHJR 58
collected?

Between the mid 1800"s and the early 1900°s, dozens of
military and scientific expeditions collected geological,
botanical, zoological, and anthropological materials
throughout Alaska.

While the Smithsonian rarely sponsored these
expeditions, many expeditions collected items specifically
for the Smithsonian as part of their activities. Many other
collections including human remains were either purchased by
or donated to the Smithsonian Institution at a later time.

Is the Smithsonian doing anything about the human remains iIn
its collections?

Like most major museums, the Smithsonian is aware of the
Increasing concern about human remains in their displays and
collections. They have created a printout of the human
remains 1n their collections and sent this list to tribes
throughout the nation. Their policy is to "establish a
dialogue™ with anyone who believes that the remains of their
relatives are in the Smithsonianws collections, but like most
museums, the Smithsonian is reluctant to lose materials from
its collections.

IT the Smithsonian is already working on this, why do we need
a resolution?

Perhaps because of i1ts age and size, the Smithsonian
Institution has become a huge bureaucracy. The terminology
of Smithsonian officials may be difficult for our village
people to understand, but the message is clear. It iIs very
discouraging to those who would like to have the remains of
their families returned.

Native Alaskans who can overcome the difficulties of
language barriers, expensive telephone calls, and slow mail
deserve a more helpful and sympathetic response from the
Smithsonian Institution. The purpose of this resolution is
to encourage the Smithsonian to be more responsive to
requests from Alaska to have human remains restored to their
families and sites of origin.
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