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Preface

This text will describe and discuss the forensic examination of clothing, primarily clothing
exhibits in criminal and civil cases. Clothing and other textiles are part of everyday life; so
it is not surprising that when a crime or other incident takes place, clothing items are pres-
ent and often directly involved. Items of clothing are thus one of the most common types of
exhibit examined. Clothing can provide valuable information in cases of violent crimes, such
as homicide or rape, and in burglary, robbery, arson, vehicular accidents, and other crimes
and infractions. Clothing items often contain crucial evidence. Moreover, examination of
clothing from a crime may elicit its “story,” much like examining a crime scene helps to
reconstruct the crime. In some cases, the garment itself may be considered a crime scene.

No comprehensive text on forensic examination of clothing exists. The subject has
traditionally been presented as a chapter in general forensic texts or been discussed as a
source of samples when describing specialized forensic techniques. This text focuses on the
clothing itself, including damage to the clothing and information from stains and deposits
encountered on it.

Because clothing submitted as potential evidence has most often been worn on the
body, special features must be considered. The garment may have traveled from one scene
to another, may not have been stationary during the commission of the crime, or may even
have been worn by someone else prior to, or subsequent to, the crime or other incident
under investigation. There may be damage associated with deposits and deposits associ-
ated with particular actions and body movements.

We believe that the subject of clothing examination deserves a comprehensive treat-
ment. As DNA testing technology becomes increasingly specific to individuals, and as
increasingly smaller amounts of DNA can be coaxed to yield results, the sampling of
evidence draws our attention. By examining damage and deposits and evaluating what
actions may have produced them, the examiner can ensure that the samples collected for
testing have the potential to address the questions in a case. This defines the potential for a
significant test result, giving the examiner a tool to control for error and to make defensible
testing decisions that can withstand scrutiny. Preliminary examinations and interpreta-
tions form the basis for subsequent testing. Rigorous sampling decisions ensure that sub-
sequent testing is relevant and useful. In addition, the information obtained from clothing
examination may provide answers about the circumstances of a case. We hope this book
provides the examiner with some tools for these tasks.

Every criminalist or forensic scientist who analyzes samples from clothing items
should know how to examine clothing to discover the relevant evidence and understand
how that evidence relates to crucial legal questions. Other personnel who collect evidence
from clothing items, including forensic pathologists or police evidence technicians, should
approach the task with similar understanding. We will describe crucial factors to consider
when analyzing a clothing item.

Some forensic laboratories assign cases to forensic scientists or caseworkers with a
particular specialty, because the evidence of initial interest is in that field. For example,
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xii Preface

a biologist may receive clothing from a rape case, or a firearms examiner clothing from a
shooting. That caseworker is then responsible for recognizing and preserving all potentially
relevant evidence, not only the evidence in that specialty. Other laboratories designate a
generalist to perform a complete clothing examination that includes sample collection, or
technicians may collect samples from clothing and submit them to the particular forensic
specialists. In addition, the police, other investigators, or evidence technicians may submit
samples from clothing to a specialist. We hope that all examiners of clothing will find the
text useful and thought provoking.

Forensic scientists are not expected to be experts in any or all specialized foren-
sic techniques. Forensic specialties, such as DNA profiling or fire scene reconstruc-
tion, may require considerable study and qualification before one can be considered an
expert. Unless qualified in more than one specialty, a forensic biologist who is given a
T-shirt as evidence from a shooting would not be expected to analyze gunshot residue
obtained from that T-shirt, and in some laboratories would not be expected to perform
DNA profiling on blood from it. However, he or she should be expected to recognize the
presence of gunshot residue and make the necessary accommodations for its analysis.
The initial examiner should also be able to integrate the results of subsequent testing
with the data from the initial clothing examination without exceeding the bounds of
his or her own expertise.

The work of the Innocence Project at Cardozo Law School in New York, through its
use of DNA technology, has led to the courts overturning or dismissing the convictions of
more than 200 prisoners, many of whom were on death row (Scheck et al., 2000; Innocence
Project, 2008). Some of these convictions were attributed to incomplete or erroneous inter-
pretation of forensic evidence, including clothing items. In this imperfect world, it is the
concern of many a good scientist that he or she may have overlooked evidence that may
be significant or may have misinterpreted a test result. This has stimulated our work on a
systematic, data-based approach that acknowledges the importance of and confers rigor on
non-numerical observations.

We are pleased that this text is part of the Protocols in Forensic Science Series,
edited by Keith Inman and Norah Rudin. Their flagship book, Principles and Practice of
Criminalistics (Inman and Rudin, 2001), eloquently expressed the basic principles of foren-
sic examination. A good scientific protocol encompasses an approach to examination that
is grounded in sound scientific practice and encompasses the scientific basis, advantages,
and limitations of each technique or step in the process. We hope that this text will help the
examiner who is trying to decide how to approach a clothing examination, that it will be a
resource for the examiner who would like more information on a specific topic, and that it
will be a useful reference for the laboratory quality assurance officer.

It is not necessary to read and digest the whole book to gain information as to why
clothing is examined and what information can be obtained in the context of a particular
crime. Thus, an attorney or investigator may gain information that may help the question-
ing of an expert witness or may assist in deciphering a forensic report or statement by refer-
ring to the relevant forensic discipline and/or chapters as outlined in the table of contents
or index. We hope the text will be useful to the police detective, investigator, attorney,
archaeologist, or curator who needs to understand the types of information that can be
obtained from clothing examination.
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In closing, this book provides a comprehensive, integrated, interdisciplinary approach
to the examination of clothing that can be used as a ready reference when examining a
clothing exhibit.
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