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Bred in the Bone?

Alan H. Goodman

Forensic anthropologists, like those we met in the pre-
vious selection, analyze biological remains—usually
bones—in order to identify the victim of a crime or an
accident. In police work, they might determine the age
and gender of a victim based on the physical charac-
teristics and measurements of the skeletal remains.
Determination of age or gender from a complete
skeleton is fairly straightforward because it is based
on the statistical methods and observations of human
biological variation. Paleoanthropologists who study
fossil remains use similar methods.

This article considers the difficulty and inappro-
priateness of determining race based on biological re-
mains. Alan Goodman begins with the case of the
extra leg in the Oklahoma City bombing trial. The
forensic anthropologists made a mistake in that case.
But the author is asking an even more basic question:
Because most anthropologists do not think race is a
useful biological concept, why do forensic anthropolo-
gists, medical doctors, and epidemiologists continue
to use that category? Goodman argues that racial cate-
gorization is bad science based on outdated racist
ideas and that the use of racial categorizations in sci-
entific inquiries results in confusion and misdiagnosis,
leading investigators down the wrong paths. Good-
man shows how questionable racial typologizing has
created real harm in medical research.

Anthropologists cannot determine race from bio-
logical remains largely because race is a social con-
struct rather than a biological fact. We will see this

argument again in Selections 30, 31, and 32. Race does
not work as a shorthand for biological variation. In
this selection, Goodman suggests five reasons why
this is the case. This perspective on race is an impor-
tant lesson that all students of anthropology should
learn. '

As you read this selection, ask yourself the following
questions:

®  Why is it important to recognize that there is
more variation within racial groups than between
them? What is the relevance of this fact to the dif-
ficulties of determining ethnicity based on skele-
tal remains?

®  Goodman suggests that “objective” science can be
influenced by the cultural biases of scientists. Do
you think that this is true?

®  Why might categories of race continue to be used
even among scientists and researchers long after
the biological concept of race has been discarded?

u s the author just being politically correct? Are
there specific social or biological variables that
can be used instead of race?

The following terms discussed in this selection are in-
cluded in the Glossary at the back of the book:

race
sickle-cell anemia

forensic anthropology
osteoporosis

On the morning of May 30, 1995, rescue workers in
Oklahoma City made a final, melancholy sweep
through the ruins of the Alfred P. Murrah Federal
Building. In the weeks after the building was bombed,

This article is reprinted by permission of The Sciences and is from
the March-April 1997 issue.
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165 victims had been discovered and removed, but
three more bodies had been lodged in places too unsta-
ble to reach. Rather than risk more lives in a futile res-
cue—any survivors of the blast would have long since
died of starvation or suffocation—workers simply had
marked the three locations with Day-Glo orange paint
before bringing down the rest of the building with dy-
namite. Now they picked methodically through the
rubble, searching for glimpses of orange.


















