job of portraying the extreme reactions
elicited by repatriation conversations — from
the smug ‘we-stole-it-fair-and-square’ to the
angst parodied by historian Elazar Barkan as
‘performance guilt’ (in which “leaders the-
atrically say sorry for acts from the past for
which they had no responsibility”). Although
granting that great museum collections “were
wrenched from their original contexts by
means that often amounted to theft”, Jen-
kins bristles at returning items. Rather, she
stresses three principles — preservation, truth
and access — that determine what is best for
objects, scholars and the public. “The mis-
sion of museums,” she argues, “should be to
acquire, conserve, research, and display their
collections ... That is all and that is enough.”
I don't believe that is enough — particularly
with respect to human remains. As a practis-
ing dirt archaeologist, I still on occasion exca-
vate human burials. As a museum curator, I
sometimes exhibit human remains. But as a
museum-based researcher, I acknowledge
my responsibilities to consult meaningfully
with relevant descendant and stakehold-
ing communities — and listen to what they
say. Jenkins is correct that repatriation will
render some human remains unavailable for
research. The public display of certain human
remains is likewise often inappropriate. These
are limitations that many of us accept today.
The alternative — the free-ranging,
science-tiber-alles mentality articulated
in Keeping Their Marbles — reprises the
cavalier attitudes towards communities of
descendants that characterized Americanist
archaeology for most of the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries. That sordid legacy,
which necessitated reburial and repatriation
legislation in the first place, seems particu-
larly inappropriate for the responsible prac-
tice of twenty-first-century science. What
of Margaret Mead’s belief in modern truth
and trust? Today’s headlines target different
‘Museums in the Emergency, from the sys-
tematic looting of the National Museum in
Baghdad to the Islamist terrorist group ISIS
taking sledgehammers to Syrian antiqui-
ties. The prominent Syrian scholar Khaled
al-Asaad was beheaded by ISIS for refusing
to disclose where ancient treasures from
Palmyra had been hidden for safe keeping.
The right of museums to hold and display
collections is today contested at every turn.
Modern museums have multiple meanings,
objectives and constituencies. But one thing
is certain: nowhere is there now a museum
where all people “can renew their trust in sci-
ence and in democracy”. No matter where
the Parthenon Marbles end up, that museum
world has become an artefact of the past. m

David Hurst Thomas is a curator of
anthropology at the American Museum of
Natural History, New York City.
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Eruption: The Untold Story of Mount St. Helens

Steve Olson W. W. NORTON (2016)

When Mount St Helens in Washington state erupted in 1980, it woke
the nation from political and economic torpor. The huge sideways
blast — a pyroclastic flow — killed 57, triggered the largest landslide
ever recorded and spewed ash over 11 states and several Canadian
provinces. Steve Olson intercuts stories of victims including David
Johnston, the volcanologist who was monitoring the explosion, with
an account of its impact on science — such as popularizing the use
of lidar. With 1,500 potentially active volcanoes worldwide, this is an
urgent reminder of the need for advances in the field.

T — And the Sun Stood Still: A Play

AN;”" somn Dava Sobel BLOOMSBURY (2016)
>. SToo.l;;HsET?f" The centrepiece of science writer Dava Sobel’s acclaimed 2011
arty k history A More Perfect Heaven (Bloomsbury) is a dramatized telling of

a crucial meeting: the 1539 encounter between Nicolaus Copernicus
and German mathematician Georg Joachim Rheticus, who would
broker the publication of the Polish astronomer’s great treatise on
heliocentrism, De Revolutionibus. Now reworked as a play, Sobel’s
imaginative exploration of how Rheticus convinced the “starry canon”
to air his theory is a revelation of world-shifting science illuminating
the human mind, leavened with a sparkling immediacy.

When We Are No More: How Digital Memory Is Shaping Our Future
Abby Smith Rumsey BLOOMSBURY (2016)

A door is opening on a frightening prospect: the future of history. So
notes scholar Abby Smith Rumsey in this erudite treatise on how

the digitization of archival technology makes it all too easy to rewrite
our cultural past. She analyses our journey in recorded memory,
interweaving neuroscience with a history of the archive, and ranging
from classical mnemonic devices to the collective amnesia that can
follow the destruction of libraries. Books, she shows, are “memory
machines” that we have learned to manage. Digitized data in toto is a
different beast — and one bucking under our attempts at control.

Blood Oil: Tyrants, Violence, and the Rules That Run the World
Leif Wenar OXFORD UNIVERSITY PRESS (2016)

Petroleum is truly globalized. But for exporting countries such as
Nigeria, high-demand raw materials can be a “resource curse”,
linked to political corruption and socio-economic inequality (see
J. Vidal Nature 482, 306; 2012). In this straight-talking manifesto,
philosopher Leif Wenar draws on economics and political science
to call for a rethink on global supply chains. Clean trade policies to
protect public property and accountability are needed, he argues,
if poorer nations are to achieve resource sovereignty and Western
importers are to stop buying blindly into oppressive regimes.

Throwing Rocks at the Google Bus

Douglas Rushkoff PORTFOLIO (2016)

Technology writer Douglas Rushkoff delivers an incisive analysis

of digitized culture in this shrewd study of the economic rot at its
heart. Issues such as the corporate growth model and “platform”
monopolies are, he shows, threatening the public good. He suggests
that the rage of protestors who attacked shuttle buses carrying

Google employees in 2013 would be better channelled into “digital
distributism” — an economy that hinges on democratic ownership of
the means of production, cooperatives and genuine sharing. Barhara Kiser
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