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ABSTRACT

Determining cause and manner of death in medico legal cases is of param@unt importance in forensic

practice. A 29 year old woman was brought by the police for medieo le utopsy with history of

S

assault by her boyfriend. As per the initial police investigation and ¢ e visit by the police,
the case was registered as culpable homicide amounting to M psy revealed that the
i t

deceased had acute on chronic meningitis, a natural disease incompati ith life if left untreated.
and multiple contusions at
other findings which could
sault. Considering these facts,
ined that the assault could have

It was also observed that there was a faint ligature mark
places over the body. There were no features suggestive of
alone cause death. The deceased was alive for some time af
cause of death was attributed to meningitis and further it w.
expedited the death.
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AHHOTALUMUA

YCTaHOBNCHHE MNPUYMHBI W POJA CMEPTH HMMEET IEPBOCTCHCHHOR) 3HAYGHHC B cyneOHo-
MEIUIIMHCKOW TpakThke. Temo 29-meTHeil >KEHIIHWHBI, TOIBEpPITIIE €HUIO CO CTOPOHBI
COXMTENs, OBbUIO JOCTAaBICHO TONULHUEH [UId IPOBEAECHU % Ilo pesynpTatam
[IPEBAapUTEIHLHOIO PACCIEAOBaHUA M OCMOTpa MeCTa IPOU BUS JIAHHBIH  ciyvaii
KBaTM(HUIMPOBAH KaK HENPETyMBIIIJICHHOS NMPUYUHEHHE CMepdy IpaBHUBacMoOe K yOHMHCTBY.

oOHapy»keHa ci1ad0 BeIpaKeHHAas CTPAHTYJIISIIMOHHAS 0003/ eIb1 OT MHOYKECTBEHHBIX YIITHOOB
o BceMmy Teny. [Ipu3Haku, ykaspIBaronye Ha aCHUKCHI0 BO3JIeiCTBHE, KOTOPBIE MOTIIN
ObI CTaTh MPUYMHON CMEPTH, OTCYTCTBOBAIH. B TeueHne Or0 BPEMEHH I0CJIe HalaIeHU]
JKEHINMHA elle OblIa )KMBa. YUYHUTHIBAS 3TH (aKTHI, TIp
Jlajiee 1aHo 3aKJII0YSHUE O TOM, YTO HalaJIeHue MOTJIQ0
KnioueBble ci10Ba: mpuuuHa CMEPTH; CyAeOHas 1MaTo
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INTRODUCTION

One of the prime duties of a forensic pathologist is to opine about the cause and manner.of.deathy, It
helps the investigating officer when deaths are to be differentiated into natural and unnaturaldones.
Some times while investigating unnatural deaths, accidents and suicides may appearias homicides
and vice versa. In rare circumstances cases brought by the police for autopsy as homicidesuurns out
to be natural deaths. First visit to the death scene by the police may be misleadinggbody, Susroundings
and the initial investigation may suggest homicide to the eyes of the police. Lates, when body is
subjected for autopsy it is revealed that the death is from natural causes.

Deciding the cause of death often decides the manner of death. Injuries on thg'body ane,non-fatal but
can precipitate death in a short time from natural causes [1].

The severity and compatibility with life of any natural disease or injurygamd extefit of interaction
between them needs to be thoroughly evaluated before cause and mannet of death is finalized. Here
we present a case where a body of a 29 year old lady was brought with histery of assault for autopsy
and it ended up being a death due to natural causes expedited by assaulty

CASE REPORT

The deceased a 29 year old lady was living with her boyfri€ad Since 4\years after having separated
from her husband. She was physically assaulted by her boyfricndyon an evening. He had strangled
her neck, punched and kicked her on the face and had left homgylater-Next day morning he returned
home to find his girlfriend dead. As per initial investigation byithe police the couple frequently
quarreled over the deceased speaking over phone with somelether person.

Body was subjected to forensic autopsy on the subsequentsday. Ttwas a dead body of an adult female
aged about 29 years, measuring 4 feet 10 inches in length; moderately built and poorly nourished;
light brown in complexion. Both eyes were contused:“Post-mortem staining was faintly present over
the back and fixed. Rigor mortis appreciated was all over the,body.

Multiple contusions, varying in sizes from 5 cm 33 cm to 1 cm¥’x 0.5 cm were present over left side
of forehead, both the eyes, root of nose, right side of both lips. Scratch abrasion vertically placed
measuring 1cm in length was present over front of néek, Two linear horizontally placed ligature mark
placed lcm apart, measuring 4 cm x 0.5 cmg@ndSpem % 0.5 cm present over front of neck, situated
below the thyroid cartilage (Fig. 1). Right sternomastoid muscle was contused in the middle and at
its lower end. Haemorrhage around the,musele,was observed over an area of 3 cm x 2 cm. Carotid
and Jugular vessels were intact. Thyroidieantilage and hyoid bone were intact. On reflection of scalp,
extravasation of blood was observed in left fromtal and parietal region. Skull was intact; a thin layer
of purulent exudate was present4m, the leptomeninges covering both cerebral hemispheres and the
cerebellum (Fig. 2). Both lungs weréyconsolidated all over. Heart, valves and coronaries were
unremarkable. Other organs werefintact and pale. There were no signs of asphyxia. Brain and other
organ tissue samples collected wese fixed in formalin. Histopathological examination revealed
features of acute on chronic mefingitis, bronchopneumonia of both lungs. Liver, spleen, kidneys,
heart and myocardium were unrefmatkable. Blood and viscera were sent for chemical analysis to the
State Forensic Science Laboratery and was tested negative for alcohol and other poisons.

Police were advised to fusther mvestigate the circumstances of death. It was revealed that the
deceased had history of on andyeff fever, drowsiness, confusion, altered sensorium for few months
and was still alive whén hefjboyfriend left home after assaulting her. Considering facts of the case
provided by the polige, autopsy findings, histopathology and toxicology report cause of death was
attributed to Chronic Meéniagitis. It was also opined that the assault could have hastened the process
of death from natufal’€auses¥here were no findings suggesting ligature strangulation or assault by
blunt force has alongfcaused death.

DISCUSSION

One of the maim objectives of medicolegal autopsy is opining cause and manner of death. The manner
of death @s"determined by the forensic pathologist is an opinion based on the known facts concerning
the circumstances leading up to and surrounding the death, in conjunction with the findings at autopsy
and the [aberatory tests [2]. However it becomes difficult in certain situations where a person dies
aftengtrauma and also has pre-existing natural disease. The relative contributions of trauma and
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disease may then become an acute medico-legal problem. It is very important to deducg\whether
death was entirely caused by disease or trauma or a combination of both [3].

A potential source of confusion in medicolegal death investigations (MLDIs) arises whensd@ath from
natural causes occurs in circumstances that suggest violence. Consequently, the patholggist invelved
in MLDI is confronted with distinguishing between natural disease and trauma @s a combination of
both [4, 5].

The nature and severity of disease and injury has to be considered before comingfto the*€onclusion.
Commonly such situations involve trauma and pre-existing coronary artery discaselglnhe present
case the deceased had head ache, confusion and intermittent fever since 64088, wecks; autopsy
revealed features suggestive of acute on chronic bacterial meningitis. Such cases whenfntreated will
succumb in their due course due to complications. Shock, respiratory failure,/ organ failure,
coagulation disorders are systemic complications; whereas stroke, seizuresfor brain‘herniation are the
local (intracranial) complications [6]. The deceased had bilateral bronchopneumonia as a systemic
complication of meningitis which resulted in respiratory failure and deathiiMeningitis was acute on
chronic in nature and the injuries caused by assault could not have,causeghit.

Faint ligature mark and multiple bruises were external injuries observed andithe deceased was alive
when her boyfriend left her after assaulting. There were no internakinjufies and asphyxia stigmata
which could suggest us to attribute death solely to injuriesy These injuries alone would not cause
death if the deceased did not have pre-existing meningitis.

Considering the autopsy findings and the inter play betweenmeningifis and injuries, cause of death
was attributed to meningitis and the process of death was expedited by the injuries resulting from
assault.

Based on the initial investigation and external injuries oyer thesbody, the police had registered the
case as culpable homicide amounting to murder. Much fatalimeningitis was masked by the ligature
mark and multiple bruises making the police to investigate the case in lines of homicide. After the
receipt of autopsy report and further deliberations with thegforensic pathologist, the boyfriend was
charged with culpable homicide not amounting to murder as pefighe Indian Penal Code which is much
lesser charge compared to murder.

CONCLUSION

Ascertaining cause and manner of death is aiprime @bjective of medico legal autopsy. Case history,
circumstantial evidence and autopsy ‘fimdingsWshould be properly interpreted and any mismatch
between these should be viewed with suspicien before deciding on a final opinion.

This would lead the death investigation in the right direction and would help in bringing justice.
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Fig. 1. Ligature mark present over front of neck.

F ig. 2. Purulent exudate present on the leptomen
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