



THE VICTIM

Cause of death

The

circumstances in which a body is found may clearly indicate

how the victim died. But what happens if the superficial

evidence is inconclusive? In these cases, an autopsy may help the

coroner to decide the cause of the fatality, and to discover whether

a seemingly innocent death was in fact a disguised homicide.

Deciding the manner of death-suicide,

natural, accidental, or homicide-is not

the pathologist's responsibility. However,

in seeking the cause of death-such as a

gunshot wound to the head-pathologists

uncover evidence that points to the

manner. The three examples on this page

show how a pathologist is a detective of

sorts. He uses a process of deduction to

discover the facts surrounding a death.

BODY FOUND AT SCENE OF FIRE

/

Is there soot

in theair	 -

passages?

Victim found hanging with signs
of death by hypoxia (lack of

oxygen). These include blue
'	

complexion, pinpoint burst blood

vessels, and distended lungs.

,J
Victim was

mve before

flanging. Do

marks on the neck

match the rnnp?

H		 YES

/

Do rope marks on the

neck have the inflamed

edge of a 'vital	 - NO -,-
reaction"?

BODY FOUND HANGING

YES

Is there water in

thc ar passages
and stomach, and

are the lungs
swollen?

Victim was dead

before hanging.

This is strongly

suggestive of

homicide.

Victim died by wet drowning.

Pathologist looks for signs

that the victim struggled to

breathe, such as bleeding in

the lungs. This and other

evidence, such as leaves or

twigs held in a viselike grip

as victim tried to ciutch at

something, suggests

drowning was an accident.

Did a spasm in the

larynx stop the heart?
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BODY FOUND IN WATER






CAUSE OF DEATH

Blood is cherry red in
YES

Victim died

Victim may have
color. Victim died by

, from burns.

- YES died of suffocation YES poisoning-from
by inhaling smoke.

either CO in smoke, or

cyanide from burning NO Victim may have been
synthetic furnishings. dead when the fire

started, suggesting
arson to conceal

Lacerations on
evidence of homicide.

the body may
Pathologist looks for

Do burns on the body

have been

caused by fire
other injuries that

Is there carbon
have the inflamed

or by earlier
may have been hidden

monoxide (CU) in
edge of a "vital

injury. Do they
by burning.

the blood, as well
reaction," where red

show signs of
NO as cyanide and * NO ' blood cells have tried

-
NO

underlyingether poisons? to repair the damage? bleeding? YES

Do the rope marks form

-YESan inverted Vat the Suggests suicide.
Suggests homicide

point of suspension?
concealed as a suicide.

NO

/
YES Suggests manual

YES Suggests

Suggests homicide strangulation. smotherin

y ligature

strangulation.

Suggests deliberate

compression of the neck,

Strangling usually breaks which caused a vagal

the hyoid bone in the
Is there bruising inhibition-where

-
neck, but hanging rarely

7 around the noseNO -
NO stimulation of the neck's

does. Is it broken?
and mouth?

vagus nerve stops the heart.	

Sudden exposure to	

cold caused an instant	

heart attack and	
	YES	

victim died of shock,	

or cold water entered	

the back of the nose	

and triggered a vagal	
inhibition, which

YES -,	
stopped the heart.		

Did victim die of		

cold after prolonged		 4
NO	 mnwson and	 NO	

exhaustion?

A drop in the body's core

YES
was 3

to lose consciousness and on entering

die of hypothermia. the water.

Are there Body was dead on

0

enterinC the watpr

(single-celled Pathologist looks

n th J for homicidal

body, and do injuries that

they match prolonged

those in the
---- NO

mmers;on ma

water in which tne have hidden.

v'a'-

-
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