
Letters
M

JA
 217 (7) ▪ 3 O

ctober 2022

379

Letters

Skeletons in the closet: time 
to give human bones acquired 
by health practitioners for 
educational purposes the 
respect they deserve

To the Editor: The concepts presented 
by Coman and colleagues1 parallel 
international trends within anatomical 
societies, where attitudes on human 
remains used for educational purposes 
are under scrutiny.2 Illuminating issues 
around legacy collections, and pressing 
for further clarity, transparency and 
appropriate cultural and ethical solutions, 
is important for the proper treatment 
of these precious resources. It is also 
necessary given recent events that have 
raised concerns within the public about 
how human remains and anatomical 
collections are treated under the guise 
of education.3 We strongly support the 
points made by Coman et al around 
development of repatriation policies for 
privately held bones, but we respectfully 
suggest additional considerations.

The suggestion “Medical ethicists assert 
that in the absence of consent, anatomical 
specimens … should be destroyed”1 is 
not congruent with current suggestions 
and practice.4 Anatomical collections that 
have no provenance or consent are often 
used as teaching resources and represent 
the tangible legacies of histories of this 
field of science. As such, they serve 
the additional educational purpose of 

eliciting discussions on contemporary 
ethical and professional practice.5 
There are also benefits associated with 
using real bones as opposed to three-
dimensional or plastic copies that do 
not retain the same weight, detail or 
nuanced anatomical features. Arguments 
do exist for disposition of unconsented 
collections, but these should be 
considered against the educational value 
these remains deliver and the social, 
ethical and cultural concerns around 
their ongoing use.

In proposing consultation across 
various groups to clarify appropriate 
practice around “managing the legacy 
of human bone use in education,“1 
we suggest it is necessary to include 
other specific interest groups to ensure 
community-appropriate practices are 
developed. It is essential that community 
input is acquired, with indigenous 
representatives contributing knowledge 
and perspective. In addition, input 
from organisations that contribute 
expertise specific to national and 
international standards and practice 
are necessary. This should include local 
organisations, the Australian Institute of 
Anatomical Sciences and the Australian 
and New Zealand Association of 
Clinical Anatomists, and globally, the 
International Federation of Associations 
of Anatomists ethics committee. Such 
broad input is necessary to ensure 
guidelines are fit for purpose in a global 
education community.

Jon Cornwall1  
Sabine Hildebrandt2  
Thomas Champney3

1 Centre for Early Learning in Medicine, University of Otago, 
Dunedin, New Zealand. 
2 Harvard University, Boston, MA, USA. 
3 University of Miami, Miami, FL, USA. 

jon.cornwall@otago.ac.nz

Competing interests: No relevant disclosures. ■

doi:  10.5694/mja2.51704

© 2022 AMPCo Pty Ltd.

1	 Coman J, Craig SS, Kelly AM. Skeletons in the 
closet: time to give human bones acquired by 
health practitioners for educational purposes 
the respect they deserve. Med J Aust 2022; 
216: 392-396. https://www.mja.com.au/journ​
al/2022/216/8/skele​tons-closet-time-give-
human-bones-acqui​red-health-pract​ition​ers-
educa​tional

2	 American Association of Anatomy. AAA  
releases statement on ethical use of human 
tissues. Newswise 2021; 20 May. https://www.
newsw​ise.com/artic​les/aaa-relea​ses-state​ment-
on-ethic​al-use-of-human-tissues (viewed May  
2021).

3	 Associated Press. Death Science calls cadaver’s 
public dissection educational. ABC News 2021; 
6 Nov. https://abcne​ws.go.com/US/wireS​tory/
death-scien​ce-calls-cadav​ers-public-disse​ction-
educa​tional-80999161 (viewed Nov 2021).

4	 Stephan CN, Caple JM, Veprek A, et al. Complexities 
and remedies of unknown-provenance osteology. 
In: Štrkalj G, Pather N; editors. Commemorations 
and memorials: exploring the human face of 
anatomy, 1st ed. Singapore: World Scientific 
Publishing, 2017; pp. 65-95.

5	 Hildebrandt S. Books, bones and bodies: the 
relevance of the history of anatomy in Nazi 
Germany for medical education today. Anat Rec 
(Hoboken) 2022; 305: 886-901. ■

mailto:﻿
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-0507-1663
https://doi.org/10.5694/mja2.51704
https://www.mja.com.au/journal/2022/216/8/skeletons-closet-time-give-human-bones-acquired-health-practitioners-educational
https://www.mja.com.au/journal/2022/216/8/skeletons-closet-time-give-human-bones-acquired-health-practitioners-educational
https://www.mja.com.au/journal/2022/216/8/skeletons-closet-time-give-human-bones-acquired-health-practitioners-educational
https://www.mja.com.au/journal/2022/216/8/skeletons-closet-time-give-human-bones-acquired-health-practitioners-educational
https://www.newswise.com/articles/aaa-releases-statement-on-ethical-use-of-human-tissues
https://www.newswise.com/articles/aaa-releases-statement-on-ethical-use-of-human-tissues
https://www.newswise.com/articles/aaa-releases-statement-on-ethical-use-of-human-tissues
https://abcnews.go.com/US/wireStory/death-science-calls-cadavers-public-dissection-educational-80999161
https://abcnews.go.com/US/wireStory/death-science-calls-cadavers-public-dissection-educational-80999161
https://abcnews.go.com/US/wireStory/death-science-calls-cadavers-public-dissection-educational-80999161

	Skeletons in the closet: time to give human bones acquired by health practitioners for educational purposes the respect they deserve
	Competing interests: 
	Anchor 3


