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On WEIRD Anthropologists and Their White Skeletons

Matthew C. Go**+Nandar Yukyi®+ Elaine Y. Chu”

ABSTRACT: Most forensic anthropologists and the populations they study are WEIRD—that is, Western, educated, industrialized,
rich, and democratic. In their interventions into the WEIRD, Clancy and Davis (2019) contend that WEIRD is a euphemism for white and
that it is the white, Western European—derived scientists and subjects that skew the predominating narrative of the human condition. While
they demonstrate how biological anthropology can decenter the WEIRD, it is fruitful to extend their framework specifically to forensic
anthropology. We argue that the scientific enterprise of forensic anthropology is unique in that: (1) it is touted as an objective tool that must
operate within medicolegal systems, (2) it involves board certification and accreditation standards, and (3) it holds ancestry and race as core
to its practice. In a bibliometric survey of journal articles over the past five years (n="793), we find that up to 79% of authors originate from
WEIRD contexts. In articles specifically studying ancestry, European-derived populations are included 88% of the time as a category for
comparison to other groups, while only 12% do not include Europeans. Furthermore, 49% of articles unrelated to ancestry use white sub-
jects solely or in part, reinforcing a historic tendency to measure all human variation against one particular norm. We also find that WEIRD
articles receive significantly more recognition than non-WEIRD counterparts. In this reflexive and positional exercise, we hope to make
visible how whiteness as WEIR Dness informs the history, values, and practices of forensic anthropology on a global scale.
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Introduction

Is forensic anthropology WEIRD—that is, Western, edu-
cated, industrialized, rich, and democratic? Now a decade
heretofore, Henrich et al. (2010a, 2010b, 2010¢) introduced
the WEIRD acronym to encapsulate the predominance of
studies in the behavioral sciences (mainly in psychology and
economics) that rely on data collected from university stu-
dents attending Western institutions. They identify an
implicit tendency to extend broad claims of cognitive and
behavioral norms drawn from these WEIRD populations to
the entirety of humankind. Ironically, the authors found that
WEIRD subjects—especially U.S. undergraduates—are a
niche, often outlying population compared to the rest of the
world in measures of visual perception, fairness cooperation,
spatial reasoning, categorization and inferential induction,
moral reasoning, reasoning styles, self-concepts and related
motivations, and the heritability of IQ (Henrich et al. 2010b).
Their appraisal challenges often unchecked assumptions of
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universality in psychological findings despite the cultural
imbalance in participant recruitment and demonstrable vari-
ability in experimental results. Cited over 7,000 times, the
identification of WEIRD populations as the undeclared
archetype in other disciplines has also been noted in neuro-
science (Chiao & Cheon 2010), genomics (Bustamante et al.
2011; Popejoy & Fullerton 2016), education (Blum 2017),
kinesiology (Karasik et al. 2010), computer science (Sturm
et al. 2015), physics (Kanim & Cid 2017), primatology (Leav-
ens et al. 2010, 2019), linguistics (Majid & Levinson 2010),
medicine (Gurven & Lieberman 2020), public health (Sen-
teio & Hauser 2019), and philosophy (Stich 2010), among
others. Taken a step further, it is also evident that WEIRD
scientists and researchers, and by extension their perspectives
and biases, dominate these fields (Arnett 2008; Baumard &
Sperber 2010; Johnson et al. 2018; Meadon & Spurrett 2010).

How WEIRD then is anthropology, especially juxta-
posed against the backdrop of a racist and colonialist past
and present? Some anthropologists may argue that the field
explicitly champions the non-WEIRD. The original and his-
torical domain of anthropology has been the “Other” and its
basic tenet continues to focus on human cultural and biolog-
ical variation. Indeed, since the inception of the acronym,
some authors have used it as a point of contrast in their work
(e.g., Amir et al. 2015; Barrett 2020; Clancy 2019; Rottger-
Rossler 2014; Sear et al. 2019; Shattuck 2018; Van Esterik
2018; Veile 2018), while others have further problematized
the term (Astuti & Bloch 2010; Clancy & Davis 2019). This,
however, does not salve anthropological legacies of alterity
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that marginalized and devalued cultures placed in direct con-
trast to Europe (Mudimbe 1994; Said 1978), with the disci-
pline often acting as mediator to justify the West’s imperialist
domination over other groups (Malinowski 1922; Palladino &
Worboys 1993). In truth, a focus on the “Other” pushed
early biological anthropologists like Hrdli¢ka, Broca, and
Morton (considered then-luminaries in the field) to view non-
white human remains for museum collections as theirs for
the taking, or to display living peoples from non-Western
societies in human zoos under the guise of modeling our
‘primitive’ ancestors (Athreya & Ackerman 2020).

Certainly, an appraisal of the prominence of the WEIRD
in anthropology may vary by subfield and sub-subfield. Pre-
vious diversity and inclusion reports, most relating to gen-
der issues but also race and citizenship, have focused on
surveys of the demographic membership of its practitioners
in professional associations, companies, graduate programs,
or through authorship in the literature (Aitchison & Rocks-
Macqueen 2013; Anton et al. 2018; Bardolph 2014; Brodkin
et al. 2014; Donlon 2016; Fulkerson & Tushingham 2019;
Handly 1995; Heath-Stout 2020; Howes et al. 2014; National
Science Foundation National Center for Science and Engineer-
ing Statistics 2020; Passalacqua & Pilloud 2018; Pilloud &
Passalacqua 2020; Routman 2012; Setchell & Gordon 2018;
Tallman & Bird 2020; Turner 1997, 2002; Turner et al. 2018;
Wienker & Rhine 1989; Williams 2011). Fewer have evalu-
ated the actual subjects of study (Barrett 2020; Bethard &
DiGangi 2019; Winburn et al. 2020). In order to appraise the
WEIRDness of forensic anthropology in particular, we must
ask two questions in tandem. Whom do we study and who is
doing the studying? Through a bibliometric survey, we
examine the literature both in terms of authorship and sub-
ject matter to assess the pervasiveness of WEIRD perspec-
tives in the discipline.

Who are we really talking about when we say Western,
educated, industrialized, rich, and democratic? Clancy and
Davis (2019) offer three interventions into the use of WEIRD
by explicitly contextualizing each letter of the term (opera-
tionalization), turning the analytical lens inward towards the
researcher (reflexivity), and seeing where such identities as
professionals and as a profession fit within the broader con-
text of studying human variation (positionality). They adeptly
argue that WEIRD is a euphemism for white, whiteness, and
white privilege, specifically invoking peoples with Western
European ancestry from the United States, Canada, Europe
and the British Isles, the Baltics, Scandinavia, and Australia
and New Zealand. This explicit listing is necessary so as not
to erase people of color, immigrants, and First Nations and
other Indigenous people that also live in these areas and can-
not be categorized as WEIRD. They call for the reflexive
naming of whiteness (Harrison 1995) by white WEIRD
researchers—that is, to make visible the invisibility of

whiteness (Frankenberg 2001) and to underscore the preva-
lence and power of white supremacy (Mills 2007)—as a
means to decolonize science and undo the harm that Euro-
centric ways of knowing cause. Lastly, they question which
studies, methodologies, and professional experiences in bio-
logical anthropology are valued above others or held as ideal
and imitable models of success, and suggest strategies for
better achieving our core goals of understanding human
evolution, variation, and adaptation. Here, we follow their
operationalization of WEIRD to mean white, but also to
refer to the countries and contexts wherein white people
reside, hold power, and exert influence.

While Clancy and Davis (2019) demonstrate how biolog-
ical anthropology offers both promises and pitfalls to the
study of human variation that decenters the WEIRD, it is
fruitful to extend their framework specifically to forensic
anthropology. As forensic anthropologists, we find these
interventions useful to our own specific specialty as they
apply to the idiosyncrasies that come with a field at the inter-
sections of science and society, research and casework, and
theory and praxis. We argue that the scientific enterprise of
forensic anthropology is unique within biological anthro-
pology in that: (1) it is touted as an applied, practical, and
“objective” tool that must operate within medicolegal sys-
tems, (2) it is a subspecialty with board certification and
accreditation standards, and (3) it holds ancestry and race as
core to its practice.

On the Issue of Objectivity

New and existing forensic anthropological methods continue
to be devised, validated, and refined via the scientific method
of careful observation, hypothesis testing, and peer reproduc-
tion, motivated in large part by major legal rulings and gov-
ernment reporting that sought to modernize evidentiary
standards (i.e., Christensen & Crowder 2009; Committee on
Identifying the Needs of the Forensic Sciences Community
2009; Grivas & Komar 2008; Lesciotto 2015; Wiersema et al.
2016). Our objectivity, as in devoid of emotional or personal
influence, is seen as essential when the consequences of our
conclusions are as high stakes as the identification of a miss-
ing family member or the documentation of potential crimi-
nal acts. We must also defend our conclusions as free from
biases to judges, jurors, law enforcement, allied profession-
als, and family members. Many practitioners accomplish this
by engaging in double blind reporting whereby analyses and
peer reviews are conducted without contextual information
about the case. But science itself, including the production,
dissemination, and legitimization of knowledge and ways of
knowing, is a Western European tradition steeped in subjec-
tivity and cultural influence that steers the questions we ask,
the methods we employ, and the interpretations we make. As
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much as we aim to limit biases in our analyses, how might
other biases be otherwise introduced and therefore built into
our specific questions, datasets, variable selection, statistical
modeling, and the like? For example, we may willfully avoid
learning of any gendered clothing or presumptive name asso-
ciation when assessing skeletal sex, but how many of the sex
estimation methods that we use consider non-WEIRD, non-
binary definitions of sex? How many practitioners consider
the samples used to construct such methods or the commu-
nities in which these methods are applied (cf., Hollimon 2011;
Sofaer 2006; see Ainsworth 2015; Astorino 2019; Jones 2014;
Schall et al. 2020)? What is then lost in the identification
potential and process when non-WEIRD knowledge is
ignored?

On the Issue of Certification and Accreditation

While landmark legal rulings demanded more rigorous meth-
odologies, they expressed in a similar vein the necessary
qualifications needed by subject matter experts to employ and
interpret such methods. An increasing number of practi-
tioners are seeking board certification in conjunction with
more laboratories seeking accreditation. The number of
regional certifying bodies has also increased; whereas the
American Board of Forensic Anthropology had stood alone
for decades, now the anthropologists of Latin America,
Europe, and the United Kingdom have their own respective
venues. With regards to licensing anthropologists more gen-
erally, Wax (1963) argues that anthropology is a science
beholden to the truth, while models for licensure such as
medicine and law are professional arts beholden to their
clients. He warns that proposals to shift the roles of the
anthropologist closer to that of the physician or lawyer risk
weakening dedication to truth and discovery. Forensic
anthropology and cultural resource management are the only
two anthropological subspecialties that offer some form of
licensure for practice. Contrary to Wax (1963), we agree that
certification is good for the discipline as forensic anthropol-
ogists work within medicolegal systems and do provide a
public service beyond pursuing knowledge for knowledge’s
sake. However, given the incredibly wide variation and little
oversight in the curricula of graduate programs that produce
such professionals (Bethard 2017; Bethard & DiGangi 2020;
Passalacqua & Garvin 2018; Passalacqua & Pilloud 2020),
licensing examinations can serve as a standardized measure
that an individual has the requisite knowledge and skills to
successfully accomplish the tasks required by their clients
(see Langley & Tersigni-Tarrant 2020), whether that be the
medical examiner, next of kin, or employing NGO or gov-
ernment agency. Notwithstanding this system, the trajectory
of attending higher education institutions, attaining advanced
degrees, and sitting for board certification is a specifically

white, Western notion of education and competency. It has
been well documented that women, minorities, and other
underrepresented scientists suffer from higher rates of
attrition than white cis males as one moves up the profes-
sional ladder (Anton et al. 2018; Thomas & Hollenshead
2001; Turner et al. 2018). We must ask how privileges tie into
success and poise someone to qualify for certification in the
first place, to include necessary access to study paywalled
journal articles and museum collections in order to pass
examination. How do race, gender, class, and accessibility
prevent women, people of color, and non-WEIRD individu-
als from acquiring the necessary requirements to be a certi-
fied forensic anthropologist, and how might the push for more
stringent minimum qualifications deter these folks from pur-
suing a career?

On the Issue of Race and Ancestry

While all cultures create folk taxonomies under their own
knowledge structures (Hirschfeld 1996; Prentice & Miller
2007), the Western race concept in particular conflates soci-
ety with biology (Baker 1998; Caspari 2010). The scientific
practice to identify clusters of gene and trait variants in spe-
cific populations is itself laden with socially mediated deci-
sions by the scientist, and the sociopolitical origins of race
lead to the search for biological pseudo-analogues (Morning
2014a, 2014b). While pre-existing population categories may
have certain frequencies of gene variants, “the ways in which
individuals are grouped together determine the genetic fre-
quencies that are attributed to such populations, not that
genetic frequencies determine how to group individuals into
populations” (Foster & Sharp 2004:792). Many, if not most,
forensic anthropologists use the term ancestry, which suppos-
edly correlates more strongly with population history and
geography and euphemizes race, as a core component of the
biological profile (Iscan 1988; Standards, Forensic Anthro-
pology Subcommittee 2021; SWGANTH 2013). The osten-
sible paradox of race as biological fiction while acknowledging
that observable biological variation exists has thoroughly
been discussed elsewhere (i.e., Brace 1995; Konigsberg et al.
2009; Ousley et al. 2009; Sauer 1992;). Yet, as evinced by
Bethard and DiGangi (2020), DiGangi and Bethard (2021),
and the response by Stull and colleagues (2021), as well as
many of the articles in this special issue, the debates over
whether to continue estimating ancestry or what ancestry
actually means remain alive and well. If ancestry estimation
is indeed the probabilistic translation of biological traits that
may serve as inclusion criteria for social racial categories,
and if we accept that self- or peer-identified racial categories
are useful and meaningful in the identification process, then
we must also be cognizant that the WEIRD vantage point of
what race is, which races exist, and who belongs to what race,
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although pervasive and the basis for our current methods,
are constructs that are not universally shared. To use an
example from one of our own positionalities, Filipinos in
the Philippines generally identify themselves as racially Asian,
Southeast Asian, Austronesian, Malay, or Filipino, as well as
specifically to one or more of the hundreds of ethnolinguis-
tic groups in the country (Aguilar 2005; CuUnjieng Aboitiz
2020; Mulder 2013; Rehal 2016; Zialcita 2005; Zulueta 2015).
Yet, many Filipino Americans vis-a-vis the United States
context move between the lines of Asian, Pacific Islander,
Latino, Hispanic, Yellow, and Brown identities (Camacho
2016; Hogan 2006; Ignacio 1976; Ocampo 2013, 2014, 2016;
Pisares 2006; Rondilla 2002); the terminological incongru-
ence speaks to differing sociohistorical trajectories in racial
formation and comprehension. Indeed, the U.S. Census
Bureau categorizes Filipinos as a specific option under the
Asian race, but the forensic Macromorphoscopic Databank
(Hefner 2018) groups their geographic ancestry as Pacific
Island—a racial category in and of itself according to the
Census. Again, we must ask how culturally situated knowl-
edge production creates a myopic practice that only aligns
with a sliver of our stakeholders, and how such myopia affects
the identification process.

Once more we ask, is forensic anthropology WEIRD or,
put more bluntly, white? To shift answers to this question
from the anecdotal to the empirical, we conduct a survey of
the literature that examines trends in authorship affiliation
and sample selection. For some of us whose positionalities
have been conceived to contrast the hegemony, the answer
needs no empirical confirmation. Yet, we hope this exercise
creates a starting point for more reflexive thought into the
biases, limitations, and opportunities for improvement in our
methodological and theoretical approaches as a field, espe-
cially for those whose privileges have shielded them from the

need to confront such uncomfortable and often invisible
dimensions of their research and practice, thereby limiting
their scientific endeavors and efficacy. We approach this issue
from our own unique experiences and acknowledge that we
do not represent nor universally share the perspectives of all
non-white stakeholders.

Materials and Methods

A bibliometric survey of forensic anthropology articles in six
English-language journals was conducted. The journals were
selected based on the authors’ own qualitative assessment of
the impact and reputation these journals have within the field.
These flagship venues are also where the most widely taught
and used methods are published and where pressing issues
are discussed. Articles were compiled using the advanced
search feature available through each respective journal’s
webpage and used specific search criteria to isolate those arti-
cles related specifically to forensic anthropology that were
published in a five-year period from 2015 to 2019 (Table 1).
Each article was then individually evaluated on their primary
relevance to forensic anthropology. In total, 793 articles were
collated in this manner and represent 56 countries across six
continents using sole, first, corresponding, and last author
affiliations (Figure 1). No countries from the following sub-
regions were represented (as defined by the United Nations
geoscheme): East Africa, Middle Africa, the Caribbean, Cen-
tral Asia, Melanesia, Micronesia, and Polynesia.

From these articles, data were gleaned from the title,
author details, abstract, and from within the text. Variables
collected included the specific area of forensic anthropology
the article focused on (e.g., sex estimation, taphonomy,
trauma), the country affiliation(s) of single, first, last, and

TABLE 1—Journals and number of articles evaluated in this study.

CiteScore/ Years Keyword
Journal Name Publishing Society Publisher  Impact Factor®  Searched Searched® n
American Journal of Physical Anthropology (AJPA) ~ American Association of ~ Wiley 44/2414 2015-2019  forensic 83
Physical Anthropology
Forensic Anthropology (FAJ)® — UF Press —/— 2018-2019  — 56
Forensic Science International (FSI) — Elsevier 3.7/2.108 2015-2019  anthropology 269
International Journal of Legal Medicine (IJLM) International Academy Springer 4.0/2.222 2015-2019  anthropology 140
of Legal Medicine
Journal of Forensic Sciences (JFS) American Academy of Wiley 2.8/ 1.441 2015-2019  anthropology 222
Forensic Sciences
Science & Justice (SJ) The Chartered Society of  Elsevier 3.3/2.075 2015-2019  anthropology 23

Forensic Sciences

CiteScore is based on the number of Scopus-indexed citations received by a journal in a current year for all items published in the preceding four years,
divided by the number of all items published in the preceding four years. Impact Factor uses Web of Science indexed citations in a current year for all
items published in the preceding two years, divided by the number of articles and reviews published in the preceding two years.

"Keyword searched includes its appearance in the title, abstract, and/or author-supplied keywords.

‘FAJ was inaugurated in 2018 and is too recent to be given a CiteScore or Impact Factor. Because the journal is specific to forensic anthropology and

archaeology, no keywords were searched and all items were included.
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1 — 201

FIG. 1—Country affiliation counts of (4) single authored publications (n = 68) and, in the case of multiple authors, by (B) first author,

(C) corresponding author, and (D) last author (n = 725). The United States had the greatest number of publications in all four cases. The black
arrowheads over the heat gradients show the positions of countries with the second highest counts after the United States— Canada in Case A
and Italy in Cases B—D. See online copy for color at journals.upress.ufl.edu/fa/.

corresponding authors, the population samples used, and
the number of times cited according to Google Scholar as of
12 September 2020. In the case of multiple country affilia-
tions for an author, all were recorded but only the first one
listed was used in analyses.

The citation s-index for each country was also calcu-
lated, whereby a country has index % if 4 of a country’s
number of articles over n years (Np) have at least 4 citations
each and the other (Np— h) articles have <k citations each
(Hirsch 2005:16569). The h-index is useful here beyond a
total publication or citation count in obtaining a focused
snapshot of the research performance of countries over a
similar length of time within similar fields in the same
journals. The total number of publications cannot account
for the quality of each article such that many can receive
few to no citations. Likewise, the total number of citations
can be disproportionately affected by a single highly cited
publication, such as a article describing a widely used
method. The A-index attempts to simultaneously measure
both the quality and quantity of research output. However,
it is not appropriate to use the 4-index of a given country
outside the parameters of this study, given that it was
ascertained using a specific set of journals over a five-year
window that excluded authorship positions outside the four
stated above.

We acknowledge that this data has serious limitations,
particularly in making invisible the intersectional identities
of the various authors. It is clear that race and ethnicity, but
also gender, sexual orientation, ableness, class, citizenship, and
other axes of privilege, largely empower who writes, partici-
pates in, and perpetuates narratives of science. Membership

in these categories cannot be assumed simply by country of
affiliation, nor by the limits of using given names, surnames,
pronouns, personal familiarity, or looking up faculty profiles
as others have done (e.g., Bardolph 2014, Fulkerson & Tush-
ingham 2019; Handly 1995). Yet at the same time, it may be
obvious to anyone who has attended professional meetings,
such as those of the American Academy of Forensic Sci-
ences or the American Association of Physical Anthropolo-
gists, what types of people are doing the majority of the
writing and presenting. Aspiring students in WEIRD coun-
tries may also look to their tenured faculty members and get
a sense in whose hands the power lies. In stark, admirable
contrast, Heath-Stout (2020) in her own efforts to document
archaeology’s status manually sent out surveys to 5,645
authors across 21 journals from over a decade of publishing.
We have shamefully not done similar tremendous legwork.
We, therefore, preface that this work is imperfect and some-
thing to be improved upon, not necessarily emulated or rep-
licated without critique.

We also acknowledge that research is often collaborative
and involves multiple individuals. By recording single, first,
corresponding, and last authors only, we do not intend to
exclude the participation of other authors or contributors.
Rather, we recognize that author positions hold conventional,
albeit inconsistent, meaning and prestige where the first
author is recognized as the primary mover of a work and
holds the most citational visibility, the corresponding author
has the most contact with editors and readers, and the last
author may be the head, director, or principal investigator of
the lab, field site, or agency where majority of the work was
conducted (Sauermann & Haeussler 2017). While division of
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labor can sometimes be explicitly noted in typographical
marks, footnotes, or acknowledgements, this has not become
the norm in forensic science or anthropology publishing.
Because one of our intentions is to investigate which voices
are more dominant over others, we believe conventions of
prestige with author positions provide useful insight not only
with who is recognized by their peers as the main researcher,
but also who benefits most come hiring, funding, and pro-
motion evaluations.

Results

Reiterating the definition outlined by Clancy and Davis
(2019), the following countries were classified as WEIRD:
the United States, Canada, Australia, New Zealand, those of
Europe (as defined by the United Nations geoscheme), the
British Isles, the Baltics, and Scandinavia. Of the 56 coun-
tries represented, 27 (48.2%) were considered WEIRD con-
texts and 29 (51.8%) were considered non-WEIRD. The
United States leads significantly over all other countries
across all metrics (Figure 2).

Using only sole, first, corresponding, and last author
positions, 74.9% of articles were produced exclusively by
authors affiliated with WEIRD countries (n=594), while
18.3% of articles were produced exclusively by authors affil-
iated with non-WEIRD countries (n=145). The remaining
6.8% of articles were co-authored between WEIRD and non-
WEIRD countries (n=54), 38.9% of which had WEIRD
affiliated countries as first author (n=21), 37.0% as corre-
sponding author (n=20), and 63.0% as last author (n=34).
Authors primarily affiliated with the United States contrib-
uted to 34.0% of all articles evaluated (»=270). In contrast,
Italy, with the second greatest number of authors, contributed
8.6% of the articles (n=68), followed by the United King-
dom (7.9%; n=63), and France (6.8%; n=54). Taken together,
these four countries, constituting only 7% of all countries
represented, contributed more than half of all articles. Suc-
ceeding these countries in terms of article number are Aus-
tralia, Canada, Spain, South Africa, Portugal, and Brazil, in
descending order. Canada had the second greatest number of
sole authored publications after the United States at four out
of 68 articles. Italy had the second greatest number of multi-
authored publications after the United States at 53, 53, and
63 out of 725 first, corresponding, and last authored articles,
respectively (Fig. 1).

The cumulative number of total citations for all arti-
cles was 10,110 citations. The United States received the
greatest number at 26.0% of all citations (7=2626). The
United Kingdom received the second greatest number of
citations at 7.8% (n=793), followed by Italy (6.8%; n=684),
France (5.6%; n=563), and Australia (5.2%; n=529). Taken
together, these five countries received more than half of all

citation counts. Succeeding these countries in terms of cita-
tion count are Canada, Spain, Portugal, South Africa, and
Czechia in descending order. The total and average citation
counts for WEIRD countries were 7,809 and 289, respec-
tively, while for non-WEIRD countries were 2,301 and 79,
respectively.

Rankings for the /-index, which can simultaneously
measure both the productivity and citation impact of the pub-
lications for a given country, are likewise dominated by the
United States at 26. The United Kingdom ranked second with
an h-index of 16, followed by Italy and Australia with 14
each, France, Canada and Spain with 13 each, and Portugal,
South Africa, and Japan with 11 each. All 56 countries
received an A-index of at least one, meaning there was no
country in this study that received zero citations. The aver-
age h-indices for WEIRD and non-WEIRD countries were
seven and four, respectively.

Turning to topics of study, publications relating to one
or more aspects of skeletal biological profile estimation
were the most commonly encountered of all articles at
52.0% (n=412), followed by those relating to taphonomy or
the postmortem interval (11.0%; n=_87) and skeletal trauma
analysis (8.1%; n=64) (Table 2). Of the 412 publications on
biological profile estimation, 44.9% discussed age (n = 185),
37.6% discussed sex (n=155); 13.8% discussed ancestry
(n=57), and 8% discussed stature (n=33). An additional 10
articles discussed biological profile estimation using non-
osseous evidence such as hair, fingerprints, footprints, and
soft tissue. Over 90% of forensic anthropology related arti-
cles reviewed here were published in either FSI (33.9%;
n=269), JFS (28.0%; n=222), IJLM (17.7%; n = 140), or the
AJPA (10.5%; n=283).

In assessing the ancestral composition of the samples
used in these studies, articles were split between those that
relate to or discuss ancestry estimation (7.3%; n=>58) and
those unrelated to ancestry (92.7%; n=735) (Table 3). In
articles specifically studying ancestry, European-derived or
descended populations are included 87.9% of the time as a
category for comparison amongst themselves (6.9%; n=4)
or to other ancestral groups (81.0%; n=47), while only
12.1% do not include Europeans in their comparisons. Fur-
thermore, in articles unrelated to ancestry for which the
ancestral composition of the samples used are reported, the
majority of these studies only use European-derived sam-
ples in their analyses (52.6%; n=274), 16.5% use Europeans
and at least one other ancestral group (n=386), and 30.9%
do not use European samples (n=161). Two hundred and
fourteen studies unrelated to ancestry estimation either did
not report the ancestral demographics of their samples or
sample ancestry was not applicable; for example, with stud-
ies focusing on field methods, review articles, or where only
non-human bone, non-osseous, or archaeological material
were used, among others.
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area and indicate total number of citations. Dashed line approximates the 50% cutoff mark between the total number articles, meaning half of all papers
belong to one of the four countries to the right of the line and the other half to all other countries to the left of the line. See online copy for color at
Journals.upress.ufl.edu/fa/.

Focusing on all U.S.-authored publications for which
sample ancestry was reported, Table 4 provides the ances-
tral demographics of the samples used, following closely the
definitions of race and ethnicity used by the U.S. Census
Bureau and the Office of Management and Budget (OMB).

White individuals are the most often-used sample in U.S.-
authored studies (69.1%; n=105), followed by Black indi-
viduals or African Americans (48.0%; n=73), Hispanics or
Latinos (32.2%; n=49), Asians (28.3%; n=43), and Ameri-
can Indians and Alaska Natives (14.5%; n=22). Native
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TABLE 2—Topical breakdown of forensic anthropology related articles across six journals from 2015 to 2019.
Percentages are in parentheses.

AJPA FAJ  FSI  IJLM  JFS SJ Total
Biological profile estimation
Age 24 3 70 43 34 3 177 (22.3)
Sex 15 6 48 25 29 6 129 (16.3)
Ancestry 5 9 8 3 14 0 39 49
Stature 2 1 17 4 2 2 28 (3.5
Body mass 5 0 2 0 3 0 10 (1.3)
Secular change 1 0 0 0 0 0 1 (0.1)
Two or more of the above
Age + Sex 0 0 2 0 1 0 3 (04)
Age + Sex + Ancestry 1 0 1 0 0 0 2 (0.3)
Age + Sex + Ancestry + Stature 0 0 0 0 1 0 1 (0.1)
Age + Sex + Ancestry + Body mass 0 0 0 1 0 0 1 (0.1)
Age + Secular change 1 0 0 0 0 0 1 (0.1)
Sex + Ancestry 3 0 5 1 3 0 12 (1.5)
Sex + Stature 0 0 1 1 0 0 2 (0.3)
Sex + Stature + Body mass 1 0 0 1 0 0 2 (0.3)
Sex + Parturition 0 0 0 0 1 0 1 (0.1)
Sex + Secular change 0 0 0 1 1 0 2 (0.3)
Ancestry + Secular change 1 0 0 1 0 0 2 (0.3)
Taphonomy/Postmortem interval 4 4 20 17 37 5 87 (11.0)
Skeletal trauma analysis 0 8 17 15 24 0 64 (8.1)
Facial approximation 0 0 24 1 13 0 38 (4.8)
Positive identification 0 2 12 4 8 2 28 (3.5)
Laboratory procedures and methodology 6 2 6 4 9 0 27 (3.4)
History/Collections/Resources/Surveys 3 4 9 2 2 0 20 (2.5)
Commingled human remains 0 10 2 2 5 0 19 (2.4)
Isotopes/Elemental composition 2 0 4 0 11 1 18 (2.3)
Skeletal pathology 2 0 1 4 7 0 14 (1.8)
Human rights/Humanitarian issues 0 0 6 1 1 3 11 (1.4)
Field methods/Forensic archaeology 1 4 2 0 4 0 11 (1.4)
DNA analyses 0 1 3 1 3 1 9 (L1
Bone anatomy/identification 2 1 4 2 0 0 9 (L.1)
Histology 1 0 1 4 2 0 8 (1.0
Legal issues/Medicolegal significance 0 1 0 0 2 0 3 (04
Bias/Cognition/Psychology 0 0 0 0 3 0 3 (04
Gait analysis 0 0 0 0 1 0 1 (0.1)
Non-osseous
Age (Soft tissue) 1 0 1 2 0 0 4 (0.5)
Age + Sex (Hair) 0 0 1 0 0 0 1 (0.1)
Sex (Facial soft tissue) 1 0 1 0 0 0 2 (0.3)
Sex (Fingerprints) 0 0 0 0 1 0 1 (0.1)
Sex + Ancestry (Fingerprints) 1 0 0 0 0 0 1 (0.1)
Sex + Stature + Body mass + Gait (Footprints) 0 0 1 0 0 0 1 (0.1)
Total
83 56 269 140 222 23 793
(10.5) (7.) (339 (177 (28.0) (2.9 (100.0)

TABLE 3—Representation of samples with European ancestry in
articles directly related to ancestry (n =58) and
in articles unrelated to ancestry (n=735).

Related Unrelated
Papers Papers
n % n %

Europeans only 4 6.9 274 373
Europeans with some other group 47 81.0 86 11.7
No Europeans represented 7 12.1 161 21.9
Ancestry of sample not reported 0 0.0 106 14.4
Ancestry not applicable 0 0.0 108 14.7

Hawaiian or other Pacific Islanders only appear in 2.6% of
U.S. studies (n=4). The three studies listed under “Some
other race” identified Aboriginal Australians in their sam-
ples, which is a group that is not well-defined under U.S.

TABLE 4—Number of U.S. publications using a certain
population ancestry for which sample ancestral
composition was reported (n=152).

n %
White 105 69.1
Black or African American 73 48.0
Hispanic or Latino 49 322
Asian 43 28.3
American Indian and Alaska Native 22 14.5
Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander 4 2.6
Some other race 3 2.0
Two or more races 6 39

Census Bureau or OMB guidelines. The category “Two or
more races” refers to individuals that identify with more
than one of the other listed races, which in this context were
samples that are specifically noted, known, or defined to be
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admixed such as with the terms South African Coloured,
Mixed, and the like.

Discussion

Forensic anthropology is demonstrably WEIRD and white.
Our results show that both the producers of knowledge and
their subjects of study are predominantly situated in WEIRD
contexts and belong to white populations. Although we
approach this study from our own unique positionalities and
do not represent all POC, we quantify here only a sliver of
what we believe are long-held, yet perhaps inhibited or under-
valued, sentiments of minorities and POC (to include BIPOC,
BAME, QPOC, URM, and all other acronyms that stand for
people of color)' discontent with the lack of diversity and
inclusion in biological anthropology. Scholars of color in
and out of WEIRD settings have much to contribute. Yet,
despite numerous studies showing the important contribu-
tions of diversity and inclusion to the quality, growth, and,
indeed, survival of disciplines (Apfelbaum et al. 2014; Free-
man & Huang 2014; Hong & Page 2004; Page 2008; Smith-
Doerr et al. 2017), current structures of power remain in the
field—along axes of race, ethnicity, gender, nation, educa-
tional background, class, and more—often to the exclusion of
others. We recognize that the current study design is not
able to delve deeper into these other axes of power, but do
want to reiterate their importance in the dynamics of
power. Likewise, the continued focus on using European
samples inaccurately represents global human variation,
impeding our practice from serving all peoples equitably.

Knowledge Production by Whom

WEIRD countries dominate the academic landscape of
forensic anthropology. Our findings show that greater than
three-fourths of all articles and of all citations are credited
to authors at WEIRD institutions. Indeed, the most widely
used methods in forensic anthropology have emerged from
scholarship in the United States, Canada, and Western Euro-
pean countries (see Juarez et al. 2021). Admittedly, our sur-
vey only uses English language journals. However, those who
publish in non-English journals are not being read, cited, or

1. BIPOC stands for Black, Indigenous, and people of color, and is
used prominently in the United States to emphasize the specific injustices
affecting Black and Indigenous people. BAME stands for Black, Asian,
and Minority Ethnic, and originated in the United Kingdom as a
collective term for all non-British white populations. QPOC stands for
Queer people of color, and highlights the specific challenges non-white
members of the LGBTQIA+ community face. URM stands for
underrepresented minority, and commonly refers to the low level of
participation of Native American, Alaskan Native, Black, Hispanic, and
Pacific Islander groups in U.S. higher education relative to the general
population. These collective terms have been criticized for aggregating
the unique circumstances of each constituent group.

used in the wider scope of the discipline. This reality may
echo the greater issue of holding U.S. and other English-
dominant academic institutions as the model for successful
scholarship (Dedoussis 2007). Reinforced by English becom-
ing the lingua franca of research and knowledge (Baker
2011; Tietze & Dick 2009), conforming to such models is a
common instance of academic colonialism where Western-
ized ideals act as the hubs of knowledge production and
impose such systems on universities outside the West (Fried-
man 1965; Sengupta 2021; Shih 2010).

In our analysis, Japan, Brazil, and South Africa stand as
notable exceptions to the dominance of the WEIRD, exhibit-
ing relatively high article counts, citations, and A-indices.
Although not immediately related to WEIRDness, Japan’s
participation in forensic anthropology publishing may stem
not only from boasting one of the world’s highest investments
in research and development by percentage of GDP (UNE-
SCO Institute for Statistics 2020), but perhaps also from a his-
torically well-developed physical anthropology discipline
driven by imperialist and nationalist agendas seeking the ori-
gins of a homogeneous Japanese identity (Low 2012). For Bra-
zil and South Africa on the other hand, it may be worth noting
who is leading research efforts in these more racially hetero-
geneous countries where white privilege in academia remains
prevalent (Heleta 2016; Hlatshwayo 2015; Lima 2006).

Perhaps one of the most dangerous impediments to a
diverse and inclusive roster of professionals is the myth of a
meritocracy. Universities, agencies, or offices can easily jus-
tify recruiting the “best” candidate with a proven record of
success, experience, and ability. Often in forensic anthropol-
ogy, these are measured through the number of publications
and their subsequent citation scores, a history of successful
funding acquisitions, participation in field schools and intern-
ships, advanced degrees from elite institutions, and, con-
ceivably, connections to well-known panjandrums. When
such a culture is bought into, those who are successful can
more easily attribute their success to talent and hard work
while ignoring the role privilege plays. For instance, the
works of POC anthropologists in the United States, specifi-
cally Black scholars, have been repeatedly excluded from
citations (Bolles 2013), while on a global scale, our findings
indicate that articles authored by scholars from Western
countries garner disproportionately higher citations than
from non-WEIRD counterparts. Moreover, funding success
is heavily tied to social connections (Ebadi & Schiffauerova
2015) and runaway success (Bol et al 2018). Students of color,
those from lower socioeconomic classes, and women are far
less likely to pursue graduate studies due to various struc-
tural inequalities and the hostile environments fostered by
and tolerated in academia (Anton et al. 2018, National Acad-
emies of Science, Engineering, and Medicine 2018; Thomas
& Hollenshead 2001; Turner et al. 2018). Field school costs
are prohibitive, and field work is differentially accessible or



10

On WEIRD Anthropologists and Their White Skeletons

welcoming to different social identities (Nelson et al. 2017).
Academic communities are often informally framed as
friendship-based, where inclusion depends on one’s ability
to fit in and garner a “good feeling” from others, which inad-
vertently reproduces Euro-American white upper-class het-
eronormativity (Leighton 2020). In addition, white scholars
may be ignorant of or find mundane the very real struggles
that scholars of color must endure to reach the same highly
regarded career-advancing opportunities, such as the dis-
criminatory policies of visa acquisition in attending aca-
demic conferences (Anonymous 2020; Garvalov 2004), of
publishing in esteemed journals (le Roux 2015; Salager-
Meyer 2008), or of having educational degrees and work
experiences accredited when transferred to the “First World”
(Boyd 2013; Guo & Andersson 2005).

Forensic anthropologists are unique in their training and
positions as researcher-practitioners. We are molded within
academia before joining the workforce, the majority of which
is comprised of academic positions but also those that con-
duct casework and steer policy. Further, as a discipline that
is tightly intertwined with the medicolegal system, forensic
anthropology operates within the bounds of objectivity, board
certification, and accreditation standards. Currently, these
factors are mostly fueled by WEIRD perspectives. As a
result, this creates multiple, superimposed layers that poten-
tially filter out diversity from our ranks with each subsequent
level, but especially so in the presence of laissez-faire com-
placency by those in privileged positions. Any scientific
inference, including those in forensic anthropology, is shaped
by the lived experiences of its members. In such “situated
knowledges” (Haraway 1988), there is great opportunity.
Without a diverse body of knowledge and experience to draw
from, we succumb to increased rates of bias, limit ourselves
in the questions we ask, and, ultimately, prevent advance-
ments in the field.

Knowledge Production for Whom

In conjunction with knowledge production, we must also be
conscious of our stakeholders for whom much of this knowl-
edge serves, including the unidentified, their families, and the
medicolegal professional community. Our data demonstrate
a bias in the use of European-derived samples not only in
ancestry estimation publications, but also in all other areas
of forensic anthropology research. In articles specifically
studying ancestry, European-derived populations are
included 87.9% of the time as a category for comparison to
other groups, while only 12.1% do not include Europeans in
their comparisons. Furthermore, 49.0% of articles where
ancestry estimation is not the main focus use white sub-
jects solely or in part, reinforcing a historic tendency to
measure all human variation against one particular norm.
What percentage remains is split among numerous non-
European groups, in which most of the diversity is actually

represented. A methodological bias towards a white norm is
also represented in sample justification. Some researchers
may find that they are asked to justify their choice to specifi-
cally study non-white populations, yet the use of white sam-
ples remains largely unquestioned. This hypocrisy is not lost
on us. Future studies may also more deeply investigate
whether white skeletons are more often chosen even in refer-
ence collections that house multiple populations.

Most people are not WEIRD, and our research should
reflect as much. As communities become more heteroge-
neous in a globalizing world, the need for greater diversity
in our samples and methodologies continues to become more
apparent. So, why are forensic anthropologists not studying
more diverse groups? While it remains true that European-
derived samples have been the most abundant and accessi-
ble “samples of convenience” (Kemkes 2007), we no longer
view this as an acceptable excuse precisely because such col-
lections were the product of WEIRD priorities and initia-
tives. With technological advancements, a trend to establish
and publish local skeletal samples outside of Europe and their
rich former colonies (e.g., Bosio et al. 2012; Chi-Keb et al.
2013; Cunha et al. 2018; de Carvalho et al. 2020; Go et al.
2017; Salceda et al. 2012; Sanabria-Medina et al. 2016; Techa-
taweewan et al. 2017), and an increasing willingness for
data-sharing, we argue that using the same homogeneous
samples over and over again reifies structures that dispropor-
tionately harm non-WEIRD groups but are not felt by the
WEIRD majority (Hill Collins 2015; Watkins 2020).

Focusing on the United States as a case study, Euro-
pean and European-derived samples represent 69.1% of all
published studies in this bibliometric analysis (see Table 4).
Previously, sample demographics from the Forensic Anthro-
pology Data Bank have been compared to contemporaneous
census data, showing relatively close proportions (Algee-
Hewitt 2016). While this information is useful, there is a
disconnect here that does a great disservice to our discipline:
census data is not reflective of our stakeholders, especially
considering the demographics of marginalized populations
and those that enter the forensic context (e.g., Kochanek
et al. 2019; Lauritsen et al. 2014; Tillyer & Tillyer 2016). In
fact, white Americans are substantially more likely to will
their bodies to skeletal collections than people of color and
are significantly more represented in the William M. Bass
Donated Skeletal Collection than in the U.S. Census (Win-
burn et al. 2020). This imbalance in representation is often
reflected in both method creation and application in forensic
anthropology. Therefore, when considering representation
and diversity, we should be less concerned with proportions
based on the U.S. Census, and strive for equal representa-
tion of samples. Only by increasing the inclusion of diverse
samples and actually studying them to the same level as has
been historically true for the most widely used European-
derived collections can we begin to ameliorate such a prob-
lematic disconnect.
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Moving Forward

For the WEIRD, white anthropologist there is little incentive
to change the status quo. Taking advantage of positionalities
of white privilege will continue to secure them funding, ten-
ure, status, and recognition. Yet, if their interest in pursuing
and applying anthropological inquiry stems from a desire to
improve the field as a whole, then this call for reflexive intro-
spection and action provides that incentive for change. How
can our professional societies, departments, research insti-
tutes, field schools, and universities be pushed to change the
reward systems? Raising candid discussions on the problems
perpetuated by current reward systems that disproportion-
ately favor WEIRD anthropologists and acknowledging
racial hierarchies and WEIRD dominance in the field are
only the first few steps to addressing the issue of representa-
tion in forensic anthropology. When considering who is pro-
ducing the knowledge for whom in forensic anthropology, we
must also think about who these individuals are training and
working with. To create a more inclusive discipline, we must
focus our attention on recruitment, retention, and active
collaboration.

Increasing diversity must be conducted from the ground
up with particular attention dedicated to fostering early inter-
est in forensic anthropology. Anthropology in general is still
a relatively unfamiliar field to the public. Consequently,
anthropology requires a more intentional introduction to
potential students. Guest lectures and workshops, high school
and undergraduate courses, participation in STEM fairs, and
social media are tools that are becoming more commonly
employed by our peers. While recruitment of a diverse body
of students at the earliest academic stages is important, it
holds no meaning without the ability to retain these students.
Resources and opportunities at the undergraduate level
increase the likelihood of retention to the graduate level
(Barbera et al. 2020; Nagda et al. 1998; Wilson et al. 2012).
Opportunities may manifest as research assistantships or
individual research projects. Funding opportunities or rec-
ognition for one’s research also tend to be the greatest incen-
tives for further pursuit in the field (Quarterman 2008;
Williams 2007; Xu & Webber 2018). We suggest adapting
and targeting such initiatives to POC in WEIRD countries
and internationally to scholars in non-WEIRD countries as
well. We also encourage the forensic anthropology commu-
nity to view these efforts as measures of success on par with
traditional rubrics like publications and grants.

Recruitment within diverse settings is essential, but has
been dismal. In the United States, students at minority-
serving institutions such as community colleges, tribal col-
leges and universities, and Hispanic-serving institutions are
significantly disadvantaged in pursuing careers in forensic
anthropology, either because of the unavailability of depart-
mental faculty and programs at these institutions, or being
outcompeted by well-trained students from historically white

colleges and universities (Anton et al. 2018). To press this
point further, there are, disappointingly, no anthropology
departments with a sufficient focus on biological, let alone
forensic, anthropology among historically Black colleges and
universities (HBCUs). To our knowledge, only Lincoln Uni-
versity and Spelman College have undergraduate majors in
anthropology (Spelman’s major is named sociology and
anthropology), and only Morgan State University offers a
forensic anthropology course in their catalog under an anthro-
pology track within their sociology major. Howard Univer-
sity was unique among HBCU s in the strength of its four-field
program, yet its department was closed in 2011 (Bugarin
et al. 2010; Dominguez 2011). Howard’s remaining strength
in biological anthropology is dispersed among its medical
school, biology, and anatomy programs, and the now inde-
pendent W. Montague Cobb Research Laboratory. No grad-
uate programs in biological anthropology exist at HBCUs.
Many students at HBCUS interested in forensic anthropology
must pursue circuitous paths in biology, anatomy, criminal
justice, sociology, or cultural anthropology, thereby placing
the burden on Black students as they attempt to navigate their
career trajectories.

Mentorship is identified as one of the main ways to
increase diversity, not just in the presence of a more diverse
pool of mentors, but also in the methods of mentoring that
help retain diverse students (Winburn et al. 2021). The cur-
rent structures of academia in the West create additional bar-
riers to diversity by making it inherently more difficult for
members of underrepresented groups to succeed and stay in
the field. It also quashes new perspectives and ingenuity that
is paramount to good science (see Antdn et al. 2018). POC
and members of other underrepresented groups are expected
to assimilate to an inflexible, WEIRD-dominated environ-
ment to succeed. Even scholars operating in non-WEIRD
contexts must adapt to Western standards to gain respect and
recognition. Further, when scholars do participate under the
current academic structure and succeed through publica-
tions, their work is often underappreciated, underrepresented,
and under-cited (Bolles 2013; Watkins 2020). If we are to
improve diversity in our students and future colleagues, men-
tors cannot and should not perpetuate or enforce antiquated
views of WEIRD success in academia that encourage com-
petition, publish-or-perish mentalities, or individualistic
indicators (Lewis & Olshanksy 2016). In addition, mentors,
colleagues, and peers must be aware of their own everyday
privileges, which may be easily forgotten, and be cognizant
not to project those same privileges on others (Chugh 2018).

Our study found that only 6.8% of articles were co-
authored by scholars from both WEIRD and non-WEIRD
countries, meaning either these instances are truly rare,
non-WEIRD authors are more often relegated to less cov-
eted author positions, collaborations are published in less
impactful journals, or all three. To reduce inequality by
recognizing—and changing—hierarchies of race, nation, and
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socioeconomic position, active collaboration is crucial. By
active, we do not mean simply providing co-authorships or
acknowledgements to non-WEIRD and POC collaborators
for the use of local collections, local access, or local labor,
nor do we mean leaving less desirable, less citable research
topics for non-WEIRD researchers to take on and have con-
signed to predatory journals (Xia et al. 2015) after high-
impact studies have been investigated by visiting WEIRD
researchers. We mean using power and privilege to bolster
local capacity in sustainable, respectful ways that build up
forensic anthropology in non-WEIRD countries. Concrete
actions can include: training students and professionals;
funding degree and exchange programs, laboratories, and
lobbying efforts; supporting local initiatives such as orga-
nized symposia and the formation of professional associa-
tions; yielding prestige such as first author and principal
investigator positions; and sharing power in grounded
research direction and design, to name a few.

In this reflexive and positional exercise, we hope to
make visible how whiteness in the form of WEIRDness
informs the history, values, and practices of forensic
anthropology on a global scale. Our data make undeniable
that forensic anthropology researchers in the United States,
Canada, Europe, and Australia are thriving. Conversely,
WEIRD scholarship is so well-funded and well-cited that it
can overshadow, dictate, co-opt, or, at times, undermine
the efforts of non-WEIRD and POC scholars. Instead, we
challenge our white and WEIRD colleagues to shed neoco-
lonial practices of what has traditionally been the treatment
of non-WEIRD and POC collaborators as assistants rather
than partners on equal footing who possess different but
nonetheless valuable perspectives. We also call on our
WEIRD colleagues to acknowledge their white privilege
and to use their power to advocate for a more inclusive and
representative field—advancing forensic scientific inquiry
itself—now and moving forward.
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