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Biocultural approaches

Biocultural approaches are instrumental to the evolution of forensic anthropology, and this practice must first
reckon with its own violences before it can ethically address structural violence at large. We take up the issue of
coerced migrations of Caribbean populations and forensic practice at the southern border of the United States, to
problematize how forensic identification standards contribute to the casualties of ethnic erasures and potentially
exacerbate structural vulnerability of Black Caribbean populations. We put forward that forensic anthropology is

complicit in maintaining inequality in death and identification for Black Caribbean migrants through the absence
of necessary reference data and methods of population-affinity estimation, and the adoption of fundamentally
flawed linguistic constructions of Blackness. Pushing forensic anthropology to continue engaging with the
colonial logics that have shaped its understanding and motivation for quantifying human biologies is key in
efforts toward a progressive disciplinary future.

1. Introduction

The racial capitalism [1] that is foundational to the United States,
has sustained structural inequities that continue to have material con-
sequences for historically marginalized peoples. A frequent consequence
of marginalization and structural violence, especially on multiple axes of
oppression, is an early death. The Structural Vulnerability Profile [2]
uses skeletal and dental biomarkers to call attention to the embodiment
of inequity in decedents in the United States. This intervention prompts
forensic anthropologists to connect the embodiment of social and
structural inequities to skeletal biomarkers of stress, and how that in-
forms understanding of decedents’ lived experiences. In an attempt to
decentralize hereditary variation in forensic identification methods, the
SVP encourages forensic anthropologists to “shift from predicting social
categories to identifying the biologized factors that stem from living
within them” [2]. The paradigm shift presented by the SVP, as a method
that aims beyond improving individual decedent identification and to-
wards contributions to ongoing research, public policy and discourse
surrounding systemic inequities in this country, is an opportunity for
forensic anthropology to critically reflect on itself as an institution and
the hegemonies it produces and reproduces through methodological
developments.

In addition to examining the ways social, political and economic
hierarchies pattern health outcomes, analyses of structural vulnerability
also confront the ways that “institutions and practices designed to offer
care and assistance can also, at times unintentionally, contribute to
health risks and poor health outcomes’’ [3]. In order for the SVP to push
this discipline to “live up to its disciplinary potential, but also to tran-
scend the racist foundations on which it was built” [2]; p. 4), sets of
parameters, measures, and interventions must be made to address the
vulnerabilities produced by institutions and practices of forensic an-
thropology, not just individuals themselves. The greatest potential of the
SVP in its current iteration, lies in its ability to call attention to structures
of inequity - specifically those within the discipline. Before we can
address “upstream” factors such as sociopolitical, economic, and envi-
ronmental health determinants [2], forensic anthropology must reckon
with its role as a potential “downstream” factor.

The shortcomings of forensic anthropology with regards to its stan-
dards of identification in Black and Afro/descendant populations
demonstrate that structural violence does not necessarily end when an
individual dies. Necroviolence, represents violence performed or pro-
duced through offensive and/or inhumane treatment of human remains
[4]. Our decision to center Black and/or Afro-descendant groups stems
not only from our positionalities as Afro-Caribbean scholars, but also the
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unique intersection of racism, colonialism, and anti-Blackness that has
shaped forensic understandings of these populations in the United
States. We build upon the impetus of necropolitical violence at the U.
S.-Mexico border to explore how current standards of forensic
ancestry estimation produce violent ethnic erasures of Black Caribbean
peoples - and the potential of biocultural approaches such as the
Structural Vulnerability Profile to redress these errors. By evaluating
these erasures methodologically and theoretically, we aim to shed light
on the necessity of critical biocultural approaches and activist anthro-
pologies to mobilize the potentials of a Structural Vulnerability Profile
towards the human-centered disciplinary advancement of forensic an-
thropology beyond a medico-legal auxiliary practice.

2. Border(ed) violence

“We cannot deceive ourselves about where we’re coming from in
order to get where we need to go. ”
William C. Anderson, The Nation on No Map

In 2021, the world watched in horror as U.S. Customs and Border
Protection agents brutally removed over 14,000 Haitian refugees from
the Del Rio encampment, evoking memories of slave patrols as mounted
Border Patrol agents chased and whipped fleeing refugees. This was but
the latest in a decades-long saga of U.S.-sponsored limitations of Haitian
relief and refuge across its Central American border, from excluding
Haitians from immigration relief in 1997 to “metering” - a tactic to delay
asylum application - Haitian migrants in Tijuana in 2016. In 1962, the
United States denied asylum to the first boat of Haitians fleeing the
Duvalier dictatorship. In 1972, mass migrations of Haitians were turned
away by the U.S. government, in stark contrast to the reception of
contemporaneous acceptance of Cuban refugees fleeing from a
communist regime. From 1981 to 1991, the United States interdicted
nearly 25,000 Haitians at sea - regardless of whether or not they were
bound for the United States.

For the past sixty years, Haitian migrants have been targeted by vi-
olent anti-Black immigration policy and enforcement. The United States
has closed its borders and networks of support to Haitian refugees
despite knowing the dangers faced by Black migrants traveling through
Latin America [5]. Black migrants are simultaneously invisible and
hypervisible, consistently erased from the national narratives and
advocacy surrounding migration, while being disproportionately
detained and deported [6] as a result of the intersectional violence of
anti-Blackness, racialized policing, and xenophobia they experience.
Haitian migrants, along with other Black Caribbean migrants from
countries like Jamaica and the Dominican Republic are among the least
likely to be granted asylum - with under 6% of applications granted [7].
Delays and denials of border passage force migrants to risk crossing
more dangerous, potentially fatal border regions [4].

While the epidemic of migrant death along the southern border of the
United States remains at the forefront of humanitarian work in forensic
anthropology [8], Black and/or Afro-descendant migrants remain
largely absent from our

advocacy, literature and research despite their increased vulnera-
bility [9]. Inequality in death and identification calls attention to the
difference in forensic resource allocation provided to decedents of
marginalized identities [10]. We put forward that forensic anthropology
is complicit in maintaining inequality in death and identification for
Black Caribbean migrants through both the absence of necessary refer-
ence data and methods of population-affinity estimation and the adop-
tion of fundamentally flawed linguistic constructions of Blackness.

2.1. Who is the undocumented border crosser?

The demographics of undocumented migrants at the U.S.-Mexico
border have changed significantly over the past decade, as Mexican
migrants accounted for only 37% of 2021 encounters with the U.S.
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Border Patrol [11]. In fact, recently published data on 2021 border en-
counters demonstrates the marked increase of encounters with migrants
from countries that have not historically migrated across the U.
S.-Mexico border - including Venezuela, Nicaragua, and Haiti [11].
While these demographics have evolved, overall forensic standards for
recognizing undocumented migrants have not. In the context of the
southern U.S. border, forensic anthropologists often employ Undocu-
mented Border-Crosser (UBC) profiles to designate cases as potential
foreign national and/or migrant decedents (Table 1). Across the south-
western border states, UBC profiles are defined by material culture,
geographic location of the recovery site, and Southwest Hispanic/Latin
American population-affinity as determined by the analysis of
nonmetric traits and patterns of craniometric variation [12]. Despite
decades of migration across the southwestern border, Black Caribbean
migrants are excluded from nearly all definitions of UBC profiles. UBC
profiles have become contingent on Latin-American/Hispanic ancestry,
as described below in Anderson [12]:

For example, if skeletal remains, without any personal effects, are
found in an area of the desert known to be used to traffic illegal
migrants, and are deemed to be biologically consistent with South-
west Hispanic ancestry, this individual will likely be included as an
UBC if no missing Americans are consistent in physical attributes.
However, if this same set of skeletal remains appeared consistent
with Polynesian ancestry, then no such placement would occur until
further investigation could be accomplished.

However, it remains unclear what further analysis entails and what
results would prompt further investigation. Cultural profiles developed
in association with UBC designations almost exclusively center Latin
American material culture and iconography [13]. The success of in-
stitutions such as Pima County Office of the Medical Examiner (PCOME)
and Operation Identification (OpID) is predicated on the specialized
workflows and collaborations with non-governmental organizations
that have been constructed towards the identification of undocumented
persons at the southern U.S. border [8]. By situating ancestry and/or
population affinity as a defining factor of the UBC profile, forensic an-
thropologists systematically exclude non-Latine migrants from this
specialized UBC identification process and advocacy. As long as Black
Caribbean individuals are excluded from UBC designations, forensic
anthropology is complicit in maintaining inequitable rates of

Table 1
A sample of profiles for the recognition of Undocumented Border Crossers (UBC)
in U.S. border states.

Source UBC Decedent Profile Descriptions/Characteristics

Anderson [12] Personal effects (identification, foreign currency, religious
icons), recovered in remote desert areas, phenotypic and
genotypic observations of Southwest Hispanic ancestry
Nonmetric traits signaling Southwest Hispanic ancestry, poor
dental conditions, cosmetic dental work, personal effects,

religious iconography, short stature and cultural

Birkby et al. [13]

accoutrements
Beatrice and Soler Skeletal indicators of stress (porotic hyperostosis, orbital
[14] lesions, linear enamel hypoplasias), in addition to Anderson

[12] & Birkby et al. [13] descriptions

Typically male, 25-35 years old, of central or southern

Mexico, or Central American origin, recovered from remote

area in southern AZ

Fleischman et al. Must be found in a desert area (not within the city limits),
[16] biological profile must indicate potential Hispanic ancestral

origin, cultural artifacts found with the decedent must indicate

Mexican, Central American, or South American origin.

Any age, ancestry, and gender, Caribbean and Mexican origin,

marine recovery contexts, currency, identification or cultural

objects from Caribbean countries

Martinez et al. [15]

Friend [17]"

@ The profile proposed by Friend [17] was designed for identifying migrants in
Florida, where Caribbean migrants are visible part of undocumented
communities.
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identification among marginalized populations [10]. A retrospective
analysis of unidentified cases in Florida over the last forty years flagged
at least 25 potential migrant decedents, with 10 individuals of African
ancestry [17]. Even at the eastern U.S. border, where Black migrants are
a more visible part of the undocumented communities, forensic an-
thropologists remain limited in their capacity to identify Black Carib-
bean decedents - leading to cases that can remain cold for decades.

2.2. Methodological inequities

“Black” and “Latine’’ are both social race classifications that ho-
mogenize populations with diverse biosocial and geographic histories.
Both Black and Latine migrants have been targeted with discriminatory
policies and border enforcement that often results in attempts to follow
dangerous and potentially fatal migration routes. However, forensic
anthropology at the border has only researched and developed
population-specific methods and reference data for one of these groups.
Through in depth comparative analyses of cranial shape and features
[18], dental morphology [19], craniofacial asymmetry [20], and pat-
terns of genetic variation [21], forensic and biological anthropologists
have mapped the rich biological diversity among Latine populations that
has long been recognized by demographers, cultural anthropologists,
and other social sciences [22]. Beyond recognizing that tri-continental
ancestry (i.e. African, European, Asian/Native American) models
excluded and often misclassified Latine people, practitioners have also
largely eschewed the use of the term “Hispanic” on the grounds that it
does not accurately represent how Latin American individuals refer to
themselves, nor convey any relevant information about geographies or
populations of origin [23]. In response to poor classification rates uti-
lizing standard craniometric measurements and Fordisc statistical soft-
ware [24], geometric morphometric approaches to quantifying cranial
shape and population-specific analyses of macromorphoscopic traits
have been developed and employed to more accurately estimate
population-affinity in Latine individuals [25]. Mapping the isotopic
variation of strontium in tooth enamel of contemporary Mexican pop-
ulations has offered another pathway toward identifying region of origin
in undocumented migrant decedents, when osteological analysis is
insufficient [26]. Lastly, collaboration with non-profit and
non-governmental organizations such as the Migrant Rights Collective,
the Equipo Argentino de Antropologia Forense (EAAF), or the South
Texas Human Rights Center, that advocate for and protect undocu-
mented migrants and their families, facilitate the collection of family
reference DNA samples - which have resulted in nearly half of the pos-
itive identifications made by Operation Identification as of 2019 [27].

Black Caribbean migrants face many of the same obstacles to accu-
rate identification as Latine migrants, yet forensic methods and stan-
dards have not evolved to better understand and represent Black
Caribbean populations. Caribbean countries, particularly those with
majority Black and/or Afro-descendant populations, demonstrate
similar stratification in population histories and substructures as evi-
denced by decades of genetic research [28]. We hypothesize that with
concerted research efforts dedicated to characterizing and comparing
skeletal variation in Black Caribbean populations, the methods that have
been successfully applied to identifying Latine migrants can be adapted
to serve Black Caribbean populations as well. However, Black Caribbean
individuals remain largely absent from anthropological surveys of
skeletal variation, across geometric morphometric analyses of cranial
shape, nonmetric traits, dental morphologies and post-cranial skeletal
variation [9]. Notably, aside from Herrera and Tallman [29] and
Delgado-Burbano [30], none of the aforementioned studies of Latine
skeletal variation intentionally or explicitly include Afro-Latine in-
dividuals. The exclusion of Afro-Latine individuals only further un-
derscores the systemic anti-Blackness engrained in forensic
anthropology - that fails to acknowledge the biosocial variation and
cultural intersections of global Black populations. The latent anti-Black
racism in forensic anthropology flattens Black populations into a racial
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typology that is not only scientifically inaccurate, but also has a direct
negative impact on practitioners’ ability to identify Black migrant de-
cedents and reunite them with their loved ones.

Even though Black Caribbeans may utilize a variety of ethnoracial
and national descriptors to identify themselves, forensic ancestry esti-
mation continues to racialize them as Black/African- American [31]. To
date, U.S. forensic ancestry estimation methods and standards do not
distinguish between contemporary global Black populations, as in-
vestigations of population-affinity halt once African ancestry is deter-
mined. If a Black Caribbean or Afro-Latine migrant decedent was
recovered at the U.S.-Mexico border today, we argue that it is highly
unlikely that their population of origin will be identified by osteological
analyses, even if they were flagged as a potential undocumented
migrant. The geometric morphometric analyses of cranial shape that
may more accurately estimate population affinity or geographic origin
and expedite the identification process, have not been sufficiently
developed for global Black populations. As a result, forensic anthro-
pologists and their collaborators are limited in their ability to narrow the
potential pool of missing person matches [23]. While considerable
progress has been made toward mapping bioavailable strontium iso-
scapes for the Circum- Caribbean region [32], the implementation of
isotopic analysis would require forensic anthropologists to first recog-
nize Black decedents as potentially undocumented or foreign-born in-
dividuals in need of finer-grained population-affinity/geographic-origin
analysis. Beyond the forensic anthropologist, prominent non-profit or
non-governmental associations active at the border - including but not
limited to the Colibri Center for Human Rights, Humane Borders, and
the EAAF, do not explicitly state their support nor provide resources for
migrants and families from the anglophone or francophone Caribbean -
the countries of origin for the majority of undocumented Black migrants
in United States (Fig. 1) [33]. While these organizations do not state that
their services are not available to Black migrants, explicit support and
advocacy is necessary for undocumented Black families to feel safe
cooperating with law enforcement to report a missing loved one or
submit a family reference DNA sample - especially in a country where
Black migrants are disproportionately detained and deported [33]. As
long as these new methods and inter-organizational efforts remain
largely unavailable to Black Caribbean populations due to lacunae in our
research and humanitarian effort, Black Caribbean decedents will be less
likely to be identified and repatriated in forensic border contexts.

2.3. Confronting violence in the borderlands

The recovery and identification of migrant decedents at the southern
U.S. border has been impeded by decentralized efforts towards medi-
colegal death investigation, the absence of centralized reporting and
information repositories, vast expanses of inaccessible private land, and
state-sanctioned burials of unidentified persons [34]. The advancements
forensic anthropologists have made in the identification and return of
Latine migrant decedents in spite of these obstacles is due to targeted,
intentional efforts to assist a marginalized population [35]. And despite
these efforts, we recognize that there are still countless individuals who
will likely never be found [34]. In rebuttal to DiGangi and Bethard’s
[36] call to re-evaluate and abolish ancestry estimation in forensic
praxis, Stull [37] and colleagues suggest that there is no empirical data
to indicate that ancestry estimation methods contribute to systemic
inequality in the investigation process. While the formal investigation of
structural inequalities in the medicolegal system is absolutely necessary
as forensic anthropology aspires towards a more equitable and
anti-racist practice, surely the erasure of an entire vulnerable population
warrants further investigation. By centering the identification of mi-
grants of Latine population-affinities, we have created standards and
specialized investigative pathways that ultimately exclude Black
Caribbean migrants.

Moving forward, forensic anthropologists must be willing to explore
innovative solutions toward investigating skeletal variation in Black
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A Snapshot of Black Immigrants in the U.S.

...\

One-in-Ten Black People Living in the U.S. are Immigrants

Majority of Black Immigrants are from the Caribbean and Africa

Top 10 Countries of Origin

Jamaica

Haiti

Nigeria

Ethiopia

Dominican Republic

Ghana

Trinidad and Tobago

Kenya

B Caribbean46% [ Africa42%
B Europe 2% ik
Somalia

O/ OF BLACK IMMIGRANTS ARE
NONCITIZENS AND/OR UNDOCUMENTED
Fig. 1. A Snapshot of black immigrants in the U.S. Adapted from Pew
Research Center (2022).

Caribbean populations and challenge flawed linguistic frameworks that
misrepresent global Black populations as a whole. Black and/or Afro-
descendant individuals in the United States are typically racialized as
Black/African American, despite representing multiple global Black
populations with diverse cultural and evolutionary histories. The
forensic implications of understanding variation in global Black pop-
ulations extend beyond the border context, as nationwide over 625,000
Black immigrants remain undocumented and potentially underserved by
the medicolegal death investigation system [38].The utilization of
clinical imaging data - which has been successfully demonstrated to
accurately and comparably represent skeletal anatomy [39], can serve
as an invaluable tool towards characterizing skeletal variation in pop-
ulations like Black Caribbeans, who are either underrepresented in or
erased from documented osteological collections in the United States. In
addition to overhauling our current standards for recognizing decedents
as potential migrants, forensic anthropologists must actively investigate
the evolving geographies and demographics of undocumented Black
Caribbean migration in the same ways we have mapped undocumented
Latine migration [40]. In another vein, the oversimplified linguistic
representation of Black populations in forensic anthropology evokes the
systematic colonial collapse of diasporic ethnic identities through
slavery [41], leading to a conceptualization that Black people in the
United States belong to a singular, homogenous population. Despite
anthropological research suggesting that African and Afro-descendant
populations are among the most genetically and morphologically
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diverse populations on the globe [42], forensic anthropology mirrors
this monolithic misrepresentation of Black populations by continuing to
settle for an estimation of “African” ancestry in Black decedents. This
discipline’s focus on one migrant population to the exclusion of another
is rooted in systemic anti-Blackness, and a reliance on typologies of race
that do not critically engage with biosocial histories of Black people.

This case study illustrates how forensic anthropology’s standards of
identification can exacerbate the structural vulnerability of Black
Caribbean migrants through the persistence of racist science in our
theories and practices. This implicit anti-Blackness directly influences
our research agendas and the production of anthropological knowledge
concerning global Black populations. Biocultural approaches like the
SVP can potentially serve as a mitigating factor, but not without
addressing the structural inequities in forensic practice that contribute
to this vulnerability. Black migrants are largely absent from forensic
anthropology in the borderlands not because they are not there (Fig. 2),
but because we are not looking for them.

3. The promise of a Structural Vulnerability Profile

The conceptual origins of structural vulnerability lie in the investi-
gation of structural violence experienced by undocumented migrants at
the southern border of the United States. Carruth et al. (2021) un-
derscores the structural vulnerability inherent in global migration con-
texts, including limited access to medical care and resources that may
contribute directly to social marginalization that gets “‘under the skin’,
to leave hard tissue traces” [2,3]; p. 1). Research centering Mexican and
Central American migrant decedents illustrates the higher prevalence of
chronic stress biomarkers and dental pathologies indicative of embodied
structural violence experienced before and/or during migration [43].
Black migrants traveling through Latin America and across the U.
S.-Mexico border are targeted with racialized violence and discrimina-
tion by civilians and police alike, adding a dimension of structural
violence to the Black migrant experience that is unlikely to be experi-
enced by non-Black migrants [44,45]. An analysis of embodied struc-
tural violence in Black Caribbean or African migrants at the border may
demonstrate a higher prevalence of biomarkers associated with inter-
personal violence and trauma, or lack of access to medical care [44,46].
In calling attention to the ways Black migrants are uniquely marginal-
ized, forensic anthropologists have an opportunity to redress exclusive
UBC profiles and challenge narratives and advocacy around migration
that do not recognize Black migrants as a vulnerable population. Yet as

Southwest Land Border Encounters with Haitian Migrants

Haitian migrant encounters at the U.S. Mexico border, by fiscal year
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Fig. 2. Southwest land border encounters with Haitian migrants Data
sourced from U.S. Customs and Border Control.
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the authors of the SVP state, it remains unclear how markers of
embodied structural violence will manifest in modern U.S. citizens who
belong to marginalized populations [2]. Without sufficient evidence
demonstrating the effects embodied structural violence in Black Amer-
ican populations, the utility of the SVP in discriminating between Black
American and Black Caribbean decedents remains unclear as well. While
Gruenthal-Rankin et al. (2023) assert that further reflection on the im-
plications for marginalized populations is necessary before the appli-
cation of SVP to casework, the authors also put forward the stronger
potential of the SVP in caseload analysis and research design. Beyond
assessing the potential to perpetuate harm, Gruenthal-Rankin et al. (202
3) recommends the integration of rich contextual data and engagement
with diverse stakeholders beyond the medicolegal system. In the context
of Black Caribbean migrant decedents in the U.S.-Mexico border, the
SVP may serve as a useful tool in post-hoc analyses as a way to make
visible the structural violence and inequity embodied by a population
that has been overlooked by forensic advocacy and support organiza-
tions. The incorporation of contextual data including but not limited to
recovery contexts and their proximity to known migrant communities or
corridors, and material culture representative of diverse geographic and
ethnic origins, in concert with an analysis of biomarkers of embodied
inequity, have the potential to illuminate the structural vulnerability of
Black migrant and undocumented communities both at the border and
nationwide.

Nevertheless, the use of the SVP in casework at the U.S.-Mexico
border today does not challenge the fundamental anti-Blackness that
foregoes the investment of time and efforts to develop the population-
affinity methods that could potentially expedite the identification and
return of Black Caribbean migrants. A decedent may experience a life-
time of inequality and marginalization, and there is still potential for
them to be further marginalized at our hands due to a disparity in the
resources available to facilitate their identification and return to their
loved ones. Despite the hypervisibility of state-sanctioned violence
against Haitian migrants, Black Caribbean migrants remain absent from
recent forensic literature dedicated to centering marginalized commu-
nities in forensic anthropology [47]. The lack of research and scientific
investigation to develop relevant methods of population-affinity and
exclusive standards of UBC designations employed at the southern U.S.
border mirrors the anti- Black violence that erases Haitians and other
Black Caribbeans from migration contexts. This erasure subjects Black
Caribbean migrant decedents to the necroviolence of institutional
neglect, where state services - in this case timely forensic identification
and repatriation - are denied to eligible clients [4]. This process of
systemic neglect for Black Caribbean migrant decedents effectively
creates entire swathes of what Cunningham [48] describes as Black
postmortem subjects, or Black decedents who are conceived of and
treated as nonsacred objects due to strategic omissions of their value.
The status of Black Caribbean migrant decedents as postmortem subjects
can only change if a reconception of these remains occurs, in which
decedents are seen as inherently valuable and the field of forensic an-
thropology develops tools that are inclusive of the racialized lives and
deaths of Black Caribbean migrant populations.

The incorporation of structural vulnerabilities into biological profile
development should be situated within the disciplinary genealogies,
both practical and intellectual, that have long mobilized this approach.
Scholarship on human remains by Black anthropologists in particular
have advocated for the interpretation of biophysical markers of stress
and trauma as embodiments of structural vulnerabilities [49]. These
works exemplify analyses that read the “conjugated oppression” [50] of
forced multi-marginalization as part and parcel to critical biocultural
engagement with biological profiles. As we reimagine what recon-
structing identity looks like in forensic anthropology, it is necessary to
employ discursive approaches that conceptualize identity constructively
and holistically. The traditional biological profile represents a decon-
structive approach to identity that essentializes human biological vari-
ation into units such as race/ancestry, gender, or stature [31]. Scholars
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committed to black feminist, anti-racist, decolonial work foreground the
necessity of theorizing on behalf of the most marginalized from per-
spectives reflective of their identities; and the theoretical contributions
of Caribbeanist scholars have long recognized the inextricable natures of
human cultures and biologies [51-57]. By situating the proposal of the
SVP within the context of critical biocultural theory developed by bio-
logical anthropologists, it becomes clear that truly understanding in-
teractions between social inequities and human biologies requires us to
study them together [58].

Alongside racialized and essentialized biological profiles that
significantly limit our ability to reconstruct the nuanced identities of
decedents, the Structural Vulnerability Profile does not intrinsically
reject “biologically determinist, often-racialized interpretations of
human variation” [2]. It is imperative that we do not falsely equate
hereditary variation itself, with the racialized and bio-deterministic
methods we have used to measure and interpret it [59]. The frame-
work of biosocial inheritance offers valuable insight towards the issue,
as it asserts that social adversities or advantages are transmitted across
generations through mechanisms both biological and social in nature
[60], blurring the lines between hereditary and socially-structured
variation. With this in mind, an SVP would be incomplete without the
identifiers that forensic anthropologists attempt to discern from the
biological profile, including race/ancestry, sex/gender, and age. For
example, interventions within racialized and gendered stakes of
“weathering” inform how centering “care and resilience” [2] can
normalize prioritizing how to most sensitively account for the endur-
ance of violence and suffering over critically addressing the systems and
structures that are enacting violence [61]. Until we remedy the ways
forensic anthropology continues to misinterpret and mismeasure human
variation, the use of an SVP risks providing incomplete portraits of
skeletally embodied inequity.

4. Conclusion

The absence of Black and/or Afro-descendant migrants from forensic
advocacy, literature and research does not reflect the failure of indi-
vidual forensic practitioners at the border, but rather a failure of this
discipline as a whole. The humanitarian efforts dedicated to the recov-
ery, identification and return of Latine migrant decedents represent the
best of forensic anthropology - from the development of innovative
methods to collaboration with non-profit organizations.

However, without methods and theoretical frameworks that accu-
rately account for biosocial variation among individuals racialized as
Black, Black Caribbean migrants will continue to be deprived of our best
efforts. This endeavor requires the same intentional effort, resources,
and organizational support that we have already demonstrated our ca-
pacity for, in addition to a confrontation with the racism and colonialism
that undergirds this practice. While it is entirely possible that the
methods of population-affinity that have been developed for Latine
populations will not translate effectively to global Black populations, it
is our responsibility to investigate and develop methods that will suc-
ceed in aiding a structurally vulnerable population that has been his-
torically underserved.

As Black Caribbean biological anthropologists and descendants of
formerly undocumented Black Caribbean migrants, the authors of this
paper continue to challenge ourselves to reimagine how we engage with
human variation and the communities that will be directly impacted by
our work. The alter(ed)native perspectives [62] afforded to us by this
positionality have culminated in research that centers bioethnographic
and autoethnographic surveys of cranial shape variation among historic
and contemporary Black Caribbean diasporas, as well as the integration
of osteological, archaeological, and archival data to interrogate the
after-lives of slavery. By privileging the work of scholars representative
of historically marginalized and structurally vulnerable populations, we
have the opportunity to counter the forms of epistemicide that occur
when colonial and imperial powers monopolize the authority to name
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those that they have forcibly othered and continue to disparage.
Through this work, we aim to contribute to the evolving critical bio-
cultural scholarship in biological and forensic anthropologies that rec-
ognizes the mutually constitutive nature of biologically and socially
influenced variation. It is from this vantage point that we encourage
forensic anthropologists to critically reflect upon biocultural approaches
such as the Structural Vulnerability Profile. We agree that a faithful
accounting of the embodiment of structural violence in modern U.S.
populations is of the utmost importance. However, forensic anthropol-
ogy cannot ethically or accurately achieve the Structural Vulnerability
Profile’s goal of shedding light on patterns of structural violence and
inequities without first confronting and rectifying its own complicity in
the production of structural violence.

The Structural Vulnerability Profile proposes that the examination of
embodied inequities will allow forensic anthropologists to offer insight
beyond the medicolegal death investigation - highlighting patterns of
systemic inequity towards a more equitable research, practice, and
public policy. But how can we presume to speak truth to power
regarding skeletally embodied inequity without first engaging with our
own practice’s complicity in exacerbating structural vulnerabilities?
Alongside a biological profile that continues to rely on flawed typologies
of both race, as well as gender [63-65], the application of the SVP in a
casework setting risks categorical analyses of suffering that may only
further stigmatize marginalized populations [66]. Until we confront the
colonial logics that have fundamentally shaped our ways of under-
standing and our motivations for quantifying human biologies, forensic
anthropology will remain restricted in any efforts toward decolonial or
anti-racist praxis. Resituating forensic anthropology within the over-
arching discipline of anthropology and critical biocultural scholarship
facilitates the employment of the reflexive methodologies that will allow
this discipline to address its own silences, and interrogates its capacity to
ethically participate in larger conversations of structural violence [67].
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