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Abstract: Over the past two decades, archaeology has been confronting an ethical crisis 

with regards to the past treatment of human remains by specialists and institutions. From the 

creation of the Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act in the United States 

(McManamon 2000), to further calls for the repatriation of remains and artefacts to colonised 

communities from European countries (Fforde 2003), the archaeological community has 

been actively attempting to become more respectful in their approach to the handling and 

curation of human remains.  

However, there has been less consideration to the ethics of handling and curating faunal 

remains. This is arguably due to the inherent anthropocentrism of archaeology as a 

discipline, which automatically “others” animals and, in some cases, literally “objectifies” 

them as “artefacts” rather than the remains of a once-living creature. This can be observed 

in the process of handling faunal remains post-excavation, the lack of legal procedures 

regarding the ethicality of remains, and even the emotional reaction to remains on display 

(Fitzpatrick 2018). 

This paper utilises recent work in social zooarchaeology and post-humanist studies (Russell 

2012; Overton and Hamilakis 2013) to critically examine the role of ethics in zooarchaeology, 

specifically from a non-anthropocentric perspective. By drawing comparisons with ethical 

concerns for human remains, this paper will further explore the possible reasons that cause 

such a different ethical approach for animal remains, as well as propose alterations to the 

currently accepted form of ethics in zooarchaeology. 
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I. Introduction 

Archaeology is currently in the midst of an ethical crisis. From pseudo-archaeological 

“fake news” (Halmhofer 2019; Wade 2019) to the longstanding fight for repatriation 

of artefacts and remains (Gilyeat 2019; Kremer 2019), archaeologists continue to 

find themselves at the heart of a struggle to radically improve and restructure a 

discipline that has often been at the front of problematic and harmful practices itself. 
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However, not every facet of archaeology is contemplating ethical concerns – 

zooarchaeology, which primarily focuses on faunal remains within the archaeological 

record, rarely finds itself considering ethical dilemmas.  

II. Current Discourse on Ethics in Archaeology 

To preface this discussion on zooarchaeological ethics, let us first briefly examine 

the current discourse in archaeology as a whole to provide some further context. 

With the discipline’s progression into the Digital Age, for example, there has been 

much discussion on the ethical considerations of the digital and public sphere 

(Dennis 2016; Hassett 2018; Richardson 2018). However, perhaps the biggest 

problem that archaeologists now face in the virtual world is the proliferation of 

pseudo-archaeological conspiracies and “fake news”; one pertinent example is the 

debate on human remains recovered from the Atacama Desert in Chile. The non-

normative appearance of the remains was controversial and eventually cited as 

evidence of aliens by conspiracy theorists (Zimmer 2018). This was inevitably 

debunked by a recent study which claimed that while the skeleton was human, it has 

several “abnormalities” and “mutations” of significance (Bhattacharya et al. 2018). 

This was, in turn, further debunked by an additional study that also cited a massive 

overstep in ethics by the original researchers (Halcrow et al. 2018). 

This brings us to the focus of most ethical debates: human remains, particularly 

those of Indigenous and colonised ancestors. Repatriation, for example, is still a 

major component of discourse on archaeological ethics. Despite becoming partially 

integrated into laws through acts such as the Native American Graves Protection 

and Repatriation Act in the United States (Nash and Colwell-Chanthapohn 2010), 

many marginalised communities are still fighting to claim their deceased from 

museums and institutions. This fight has also progressed to individual collectors 

(Katz 2019), in particular due to the burgeoning market for human remains on social 

media (Huffer and Graham 2017). More generally, archaeologists continue to wrestle 

with the ethical considerations of the presentation of human remains – should it be 

banned entirely (Swain 2016; Overholtzer and Argueta 2017; White 2019)? Does it 

require content warnings beforehand (Pollard 2016; Williams 2016)? As 

archaeologists become more aware of the ways in which socio-cultural and political 



factors interact with each other within our research, we will need to constantly re-

evaluate how we approach these sensitive topics.   

III. Ethics, or Lack Thereof, in Zooarchaeology 

The ethical reconsideration of human remains is, of course, vital to further 

decolonising our discipline and I do not wish for this paper to be seen as arguing 

against this. Nor do I want this paper to be seen as a manifesto or particular platform 

for my own political views. Rather, I want to focus on zooarchaeological ethics as a 

deeper analysis of the anthropocentrism within the discipline itself, and an 

examination of how we approach animal remains so differently from human remains. 

Ethical considerations in zooarchaeology are, for the most part, non-existent. Unlike 

their human counterparts, faunal remains do not require ethical review of their use in 

research. Although debate continues on content warnings, most archaeologists have 

at the very least adopted the use of a warning prior to showing images of human 

remains in their work; animal remains, on the other hand, rarely necessitate a 

warning. For example, in writing about the recent debate on content warnings in 

archaeology, zooarchaeologist Emily Johnson (2016) reflects on a personal 

experience in which she was only significantly affected by remains when coming 

across human bones amongst her faunal assemblage. As most zooarchaeological 

assemblages deal with defleshed bone, there is often less of an emotional 

connection between the archaeologist and the recovered remains (Fitzpatrick 2018).  

In addition, further examination of commonly used content warnings suggest that 

people’s main concerns are with alive or recently-alive animals, demonstrated by the 

terms “animal cruelty” and “animal death” (LSA.Inclusive.Teaching.Initiative 2017). 

The few discussions regarding ethics amongst zooarchaeologists appear to be 

focused on applied zooarchaeology; much has been written about zooarchaeological 

contributions to current conservation projects (Lyman 1996; Braje et al. 2012; 

Peacock 2012). However, it seems that this ethical analysis is rarely turned inward. 

Perhaps the main reason for such a lack of ethical consideration in the discipline is 

that the heart of zooarchaeology is still a human one. Despite an emphasis on non-

human remains, zooarchaeology is still defined by its usefulness in understanding 

human life in the past  (Albarella 2017: 4). Those outside of the zooarchaeological 



sphere may go so far as to literally “objectify” animal remains and label them as 

“artefacts” during excavation and curation.  

This is not to say that there has not been attempts to change this; the last two 

decades have seen the focus of zooarchaeological research move from the 

quantification of human economies and societies using faunal remains (Crabtree 

1990: 155) to the consideration of relations between human and non-human species 

as part of a “social zooarchaeology” (Russell 2012; Overton and Hamilakis 2013) in 

a bid to move the discipline away from an anthropocentric perspective. Is this 

movement the key to developing an ethics within zooarchaeology? I would argue 

that it is. 

IV. Proposing an “Ethical” Zooarchaeology 

Outside of archaeology, ethical considerations of animals have often proposed a 

framework in which animals are given the same respect and rights as other humans 

(Singer 1973; Berry 1997; Cavalieri 2003). I posit that a similar framework is 

necessary to begin to consider how we can approach faunal remains more ethically 

– that perhaps we need to change our focus in order to equally consider the non-

human perspective as much as the human one. 

There have been some efforts within zooarchaeology to manage non-

anthropocentrism as a theoretical framework. For example, social zooarchaeologists 

have become more concerned with animal agency, with many utilising Cary Wolfe’s 

concept of “zoontology”; this concept acknowledges that animals work within their 

own agency in interspecies relationships, including those with humans (Wolfe 2003: 

x-xiii). Moreover, it argues against the inherent “speciesism” entrenched in human 

led studies of non-human species and seeks to rectify this by subverting the 

definition of the word “animal” as it is currently used – to designate the non-human 

and separate it entirely as beneath us through our own cultural frameworks (Maltby 

2008: 133). Social zooarchaeologists have taken this approach to further explore 

processes that have only been understood through an anthropocentric lens; for 

example,  there has been discussion of an animal facet to the domestication process 

that emphasizes non-human agency (Russell 2002: 285-286).  



Assuming a non-anthropocentric perspective, however, can be problematic. There is 

a fine line between empathising with a non-human subject and anthropomorphising 

them. A zooarchaeology rife with anthropomorphism would be at risk of overt 

projection of “human” qualities that may unnecessarily obscure any scientific 

advancements in further understanding the cognitive behaviours of non-human 

species (Russell 2012: 2-3). A balance would need to be struck at the onset.  

With this new framework in place, we can now begin to face ethical concerns that 

come with this change in worldview. Ultimately, these concerns will be similar to 

those associated with human remains: what are the rights of the deceased? Should 

we display their remains? Do we have the ethical right to retain these remains? That 

these remains are non-human also throws into sharp relief an additional issue that is 

sometimes brought up with regards to the research and display of ancestors by non-

descendants: are we imposing our own (human) perspectives upon those who may 

have had a completely differently worldview? 

These are not easy questions to answer, nor are they meant to be. However, I 

believe that radically changing our perspective, and with that, our ethics, may 

ultimately lead to a reassessment of how we interpret and engage with faunal 

remains, both in the past and in the present. 

V. Conclusion  

To end this paper, let me reiterate that I am not suggesting that these are ethical 

considerations that are pertinent to the progress of zooarchaeology; I recognise that, 

given archaeology’s historical complicity with colonialization and white supremacy, 

there are certainly more important issues at hand that still need to be reckoned with. 

However, I hope that the points brought up in this paper spark conversations and 

debates on the current trajectory of zooarchaeology as a discipline and how our 

human perspectives ultimately shape not just our interpretations of the past, but the 

way we engage with remains in the present and future. And who knows? Given how 

much our relationship to animals have changed over time, perhaps future 

zooarchaeologists will one day find it necessary to adopt better ethics for our non-

human brethren.  
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