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TALES BONES TELL

In cases of homicide, mass disaster, missing
persons, and death from undetermined or
suspicious causes, law enforcement
personnel often turn to scientists. Scientists
in diverse fields (physical anthropology,
botany, entomology, biochemistry, and
sociocultural specialties such as costume
design and analysis) apply their expertise to
examining the human skeleton and related
artifacts to illuminate the identification of
remains or the circumstances surrounding a
death. Physical or forensic anthropologists
have participated in some of the most
publicized cases of the century, including
the identification of victims of serial
killers such as Ted Bundy, the Green River
Killer, Henry Lee Lucas, and Jeffrey
Dahmer; of soldiers killed in Korea,
Vietnam or Operation Desert Storm; and the
solution of mysteries surrounding such
figures as the Texas gunfighter William P.
Longley and the kidnapped Lindbergh
baby.

The forensic anthropologist can usually
determine age at death, race, sex, and
stature; detect any indications of trauma,
disease, and occupational or habitual
activities; and estimate elapsed time since
death. The best sources--often the only
sources--of such information are the
skeleton and teeth.

When a complete skeleton or even a single
bone is found, the first question is whether
it is human, nonhuman animal, or other
(e.g., burned gourd resembling a human
skull). Ashuman and animal bones differ in
texture, density, shape, and size, visual
examination quickly provides an answer.
Should human and animal bones be present,
they are separated, and the number of
individuals represented by the human bones
determined. Next the bones are examined
for evidence of stabbing, bullet wounds, or
butchering (i.e., disarticulation).

Anthro Notes

Forensic anthropologists examine human
skeletal material wusing a variety of
techniques to obtain many kinds of data.
Determination of sex, race, age, stature,
date and cause of death, and occupational
or habitual activities all help in the quest
for positive personal identification.

Determination of Sex

The most reliable osteological (bony)
indications of sex are the pelvis, skull, and
mandible, and the size of the long bones
and joints. The female pelvic girdle
consists of two hip bones and a sacrum that
have a number of bony features differing
from those of a male. For example, when
the two hip bones of an adult female are
put together with the sacrum and viewed
from above, the birth opening is circular
and large; female hip bones have a more
outward flare than those of males; and the
female pelvis has a broader notch for the
sciatic nerve and a wider angle where the
two pubic bones, which are long and
rectangular,come together. These structural
traits facilitate the process of giving birth.
In contrast, the male pelvis is usually larger
and more muscle marked than the female.
The cavity viewed from above is heart-
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(femur, tibia, or fibula). The measurements
can then be compared with tables giving
ranges in relation to sex, age, and so on.

Elapsed Time Since Death

To estimate the postmortem interval from
death to discovery in weeks, months, or
years is perhaps the most difficult aspect of
forensic anthropology. During the first 24
hours after death, the human body goes
through rigor mortis. Within a few days the

Anthro Notes

body begins to decompose, and the facial
features become unrecognizable. Maggots
are responsible for most of the process of
reducing the body to a skeleton. When the
body is not fully skeletonized, forensic
anthropologists or entomologists can
determine time since death by identifying
the species of insects feeding on the body
and determining its stage of development
(maggots metamorphose from egg to the
adult). If the remains are skeletonized, then
the forensic anthropologist considers the
color, cracking, and dryness of the bones
and the absence of odor.









