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Abstract 

Asphyxial deaths encompass a range of conditions where oxygen supply to the 

body is impaired, leading to fatal outcomes. This review examines the forensic 

pathology of asphyxial deaths, focusing on mechanisms such as hanging, strangulation, 

smothering, choking, drowning, and positional asphyxia. The article discusses 

diagnostic challenges, postmortem findings, and the role of forensic pathologists in 

determining cause and manner of death. 

 

Introduction 

Asphyxia refers to a condition where the body is deprived of adequate oxygen 

supply, leading to unconsciousness and death. In forensic pathology, identifying 

asphyxial deaths is crucial for legal investigations and determining the cause and 

manner of death. Common mechanisms of asphyxia include hanging, strangulation, 

smothering, choking, drowning, and positional asphyxia 

Mechanisms of Asphyxial Death 

1. Hanging: Occurs when a ligature is applied around the neck, leading to 

compression of the airway and blood vessels.(ojp.gov) 

2. Strangulation: Involves manual or ligature compression of the neck, 

impeding blood flow and airflow. 

3. Smothering: Obstruction of the airway by an external object, such as a pillow 

or plastic bag. 

4. Choking: Obstruction of the airway by food or other materials.(ojp.gov) 

5. Drowning: Submersion in water leading to airway obstruction and 

asphyxia.(pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov) 

6. Positional Asphyxia: Occurs when body position interferes with normal 

breathing, often seen in restrained individuals. 

Postmortem Findings 

Common postmortem findings in asphyxial deaths include:(taylorfrancis.com) 

 Petechial Hemorrhages: Small pinpoint hemorrhages, often seen in the 

conjunctivae, face, and neck.(pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov) 

 Cyanosis: Bluish discoloration of the skin due to lack of oxygen. 
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 Congestion and Swelling: Particularly in the face and neck 

regions.(pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov) 

 Ligature Marks: In cases of hanging or strangulation.(taylorfrancis.com) 

 Fluid in Airways: Especially in drowning cases.(pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov) 

Diagnostic Challenges 

Diagnosing asphyxial deaths can be challenging due 

to:(pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov) 

 Overlapping Signs: Similar postmortem findings can be seen in various 

causes of death.(taylorfrancis.com) 

 Absence of External Signs: Some asphyxial deaths may not present obvious 

external injuries. 

 Environmental Factors: Conditions at the scene may influence postmortem 

findings. 

Advanced techniques, such as molecular biomarkers and imaging studies, are 

being explored to aid in diagnosis.(pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov) 

Role of Forensic Pathologists 

Forensic pathologists play a critical role in:(pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov) 

 Conducting Autopsies: Systematic examination to identify cause of death. 

 Collecting Evidence: Obtaining samples for toxicological and 

histopathological analysis. 

 Interpreting Findings: Correlating postmortem findings with scene 

investigation and medical history. 

 Providing Testimony: Offering expert opinions in legal 

proceedings.(news.com.au) 

 Conclusion: Asphyxial deaths present unique challenges in forensic 

pathology. A thorough understanding of mechanisms, postmortem findings, and 

diagnostic techniques is essential for accurate determination of cause and manner of 

death. Continued research and advancements in forensic science will enhance the 

ability to diagnose and differentiate asphyxial deaths.(taylorfrancis.com, 

pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov) 
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