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A120 The Forensic Anthropologist as Broker for Interdisciplinary Taphonomic Theory

Daniel J. Wescott, PhD*, Texas State University, Dept of Anthropology, 601 University Drive, San Marcos, TX 78666-4684

The goal of this presentation is to provide attendees with an understanding of why it is necessary to develop interdisciplinary theory 

within the forensic sciences to address questions related to the postmortem interval.

This presentation will impact the forensic science community by outlining how an interdisciplinary, rather than a multidisciplinary, 

approach is necessary to accurately and precisely estimate the postmortem interval, and by describing why forensic anthropology is 

LGHDOO\�VXLWHG�WR�EURNHU�WKLV�LQWHUGLVFLSOLQDU\�UHVHDUFK�WR�EXLOG�XQLI\LQJ�WKHRULHV���7KLV�SUHVHQWDWLRQ�IROORZV�WKH�SODQNV�IRU�WKLV�\HDU¶V�
meeting — honoring our mentors, learning from each other, and stimulating our future — by discussing a complex issue shared by many 

of the forensic science disciplines:  estimating the postmortem interval.

Estimating the postmortem interval is an issue shared by numerous disciplines, including anthropology, medicine, entomology, 

and microbiology among others.  The complexity of decomposition is well understood and those involved in this area strive to uncover 

the underlying similarities and rules governing how carrion is recycled.  In the past, each discipline has attempted to understand this 

FRPSOH[LW\�XVLQJ�WKHLU�RZQ�PHWKRGV�DQG�WKHRULHV��KRZHYHU��QHZ�PRGHOV�DQG�DSSURDFKHV�DUH�QHHGHG��DQG�WKLV�FDQQRW�EH�DFFRPSOLVKHG�LI�
the various disciplines approach the topic separately.  Complex issues that are driven by multiple forces, such as carrion recycling, require 

an interdisciplinary approach where multiple disciplines cooperate to develop new methods and theories that transcend each discipline 

WR� VROYH�D� UHDO�ZRUOG��PXOWLIDFHWHG�SUREOHP�� �$Q� LQWHJUDWLRQ�RI� WKH�NQRZOHGJH� IURP�YDULRXV�¿HOGV��FRPELQLQJ�GDWD��PHWKRGRORJLHV��
SHUVSHFWLYHV��DQG�FRQFHSWV�LV�QHHGHG�WR�GHYHORS�D�PRUH�XQL¿HG�WKHRU\�RI�IRUHQVLF�WDSKRQRP\�WKDW�GHVFULEHV��H[SODLQV��DQG�SUHGLFWV�DOO�
the phenomena observed.  It is only through interdisciplinary research that the common problem of estimating the postmortem interval 

will be satisfactorily addressed.

:LWK�WKH�HVWDEOLVKPHQW�RI�WKH�¿UVW�RXWGRRU�GHFRPSRVLWLRQ�IDFLOLW\��'U��:LOOLDP�%DVV�VRXJKW�WR�GHVFULEH��H[SODLQ��DQG�HYHQ�SUHGLFW�WKH�
SURFHVVHV�RI�KXPDQ�GHFRPSRVLWLRQ���+H�DOVR�HQFRXUDJHG�PXOWLGLVFLSOLQDU\�VWXGLHV���8QGHU�VXFK�DQ�DSSURDFK��IRUHQVLF�DQWKURSRORJLVWV�
have commonly addressed questions related to gross morphological changes in the soft and hard tissues of a decomposing body.  

Entomologists, on the other hand, have mainly been concerned with questions related to developmental stages of arthropods present 

on carrion, and microbiologists have addressed the diversity and quantity of microorganism on decomposing remains.  Using a 

multidisciplinary approach, a great deal has been learned about the numerous phenomena that occur during decomposition, including 

how to describe and explain them.  Even so, to this date, the postmortem interval still cannot be predicted, especially longer lengths, with 

the accuracy and precision needed in medicolegal death investigations.

6LQFH�WKH�HDUO\�SLRQHHULQJ�ZRUN�E\�'U��%DVV�DQG�RWKHUV��IRUHQVLF�DQWKURSRORJLVWV�KDYH�DGRSWHG�PHWKRGV�IURP�RWKHU�¿HOGV��VXFK�DV�
the use of accumulated degree days instead of calendar days, to help account for some of the regional and even micro-environmental 

differences in climate that affect the postmortem interval.  Nevertheless, after the examination of over 200 decomposing human remains 

at Texas State University’s Forensic Anthropology Research Facility, for example, it is clear that gross morphological changes do not 

strongly correlate with accumulated degree days in central Texas.1  The reason for this is that the necrobiome responsible for carrion 

recycling is highly dependent on a number of abiotic environmental factors.  As vertebrates decompose, microorganisms, arthropods, 

mammalian, and avian scavengers compete and, in some cases, cooperate to obtain nutrients from the valuable and short-lived carrion 

resource.  In addition, these scavengers must persist and thrive under varying environmental conditions that sometimes involve human 

LQWUXVLRQV���8QORFNLQJ�WKH�P\VWHU\�RI�WKH�HFRORJ\�RI�FDUULRQ�UHF\FOLQJ�LV�NH\�WR�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�DQG�LQWHUSUHWLQJ�WKH�SURFHVV�DQG�UDWH�RI�WKH�
postmortem interval in various geographical and ecological regions and for establishing methods that accurately and precisely estimate 

the postmortem interval.  Accomplishing this is only going to be possible using an interdisciplinary approach.

)RUHQVLF�DQWKURSRORJ\�KDV�WUDGLWLRQDOO\�ERUURZHG�DQG�XWLOL]HG�WKHRU\�DQG�PHWKRGRORJLHV�IURP�ERWK�WKH�QDWXUDO�DQG�VRFLDO�VFLHQFHV�
LQ�UHVHDUFK�DQG�HYLGHQFH�LQWHUSUHWDWLRQ���$V�D�UHVXOW��IRUHQVLF�VFLHQWLVWV�DUH�LQ�D�XQLTXH�SRVLWLRQ�WR�DFW�DV�EURNHUV�LQ�WKH�GHYHORSPHQW�RI�
LQWHUGLVFLSOLQDU\�PHWKRGRORJLHV�DQG�WKHRULHV���:KDW�EHWWHU�ZD\�WR�VWLPXODWH�WKH�IXWXUH�DQG�KRQRU�WKH�SLRQHHULQJ�HIIRUWV�RI�'U��%DVV�DQG�
others in this discipline than by facilitating interdisciplinary theory that allows an accurate description, explanation, and estimation of 

WKH�SRVWPRUWHP�LQWHUYDO"�



* Presenting Author

Anthropology Section - 2015

Copyright 2015 by the AAFS. Unless stated otherwise, noncommercial photocopying of editorial published in this periodical is permitted by AAFS. 
Permission to reprint, publish, or otherwise reproduce such material in any form other than photocopying must be obtained by AAFS. 

208

Reference:
1. 'XHFNHU�+��0DYURXGDV�65��(YDOXDWLQJ�WKH�XVH�RI�DFFXPXODWHG�GHJUHH�GD\V�DQG�WRWDO�ERG\�VFRUH�WR�HVWLPDWH�WLPH�VLQFH�GHDWK�RI�

human remains in central Texas. Proceedings of the American Academy of Forensic Sciences����WK�$QQXDO�6FLHQWL¿F�0HHWLQJ��
6HDWWOH��:$��������������

Forensic Anthropology, Interdisciplinary Theory, Postmortem Interval


