Suicide or Homicide? : A Case of Custodial Death by Hanging
ABSTRACT
Background
Deaths occurring in custody are highly sensitive medico‑legal events and often raise suspicion regarding the manner of death. Hanging is a common method of suicide in prisons, however, atypical features and associated injuries may create doubt about possible homicide. Thorough forensic evaluation is therefore essential to determine the true nature of death.
Case Report
A 24‑year‑old male under‑trial prisoner was found hanging inside a locked jail toilet using towel pieces knotted together and suspended from a ventilator grill bar. A medico‑legal autopsy was conducted under videography. A religious prayer was found written on the wall. External examination revealed a typical oblique ligature mark situated high up above the thyroid cartilage, dried salivary stains at the right angle of the mouth, congestion and cyanosis of the face and petechial hemorrhages. Multiple abrasions and bruises over the body, along with blindfolding of the eyes and tying of the hands. Internal examination showed dry, glistening subcutaneous tissues beneath the ligature mark with extravasation of blood into adjacent muscles, congested lungs and petechial haemorrhages with intact hyoid bone and laryngeal cartilages. Toxicological and histopathological analyses were insignificant, while fibres analysis confirmed a match between fibres recovered from the oral cavity and ligature material.
Conclusion
Based on autopsy findings, ancillary investigations and circumstantial evidences, the cause of death was concluded as asphyxia due to ante‑mortem hanging and the manner of death was suicidal. This case highlights the importance of thorough forensic evaluation in custodial deaths where atypical findings may raise suspicion of foul play.
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Introduction
Custodial death is the death of a person when under state, either for interrogation, prevention, trial or in prison jail or detention jail, in  police station or prison officers attempting to detain a criminal or a person escaping or attempting to escape from police custody or prison. Suicides in custody are quite common. Any object may be used to commit suicide. The most common method is hanging.1
It is one of the most embarrassing situations for the law enforcement agencies and key sensitive issues with respect to human rights violation.2 
As per the National Human Right Commission guidelines, all custodial deaths are to be reported within 24 hours and post mortem examination is to be conducted by a panel of doctors. An investigation is done by magistrate and videography has been made mandatory.1
The death of the prisoner usually occurs due to natural cause either in the prison/in the hospital and rarely due to violent cause like suicide by hanging in the prison.2 In the present case report, an under-trial prisoner was found death by hanging in the lavatory of a police custody cell.
Case Report
A dead body of 24 years male prisoner was brought for medico-legal autopsy. As per the investigating officer, the deceased was an under-trial prisoner belonging to Meitei Pangal community arrested in connection with the death of an 18 year old college student. On 12 February 2020 at 4.00AM, he was found hanging (partial hanging) inside the toilet of Central Jail. The toilet door was reportedly locked from inside. The point of suspension was a ventilator grill bar, and the ligature material consisted of towel pieces knotted together. A note (religious prayer) was found written on the wall with a chalk. The autopsy was conducted on 13 February 2020 at 12:20 PM under videographic  documentation.
AUTOPSY FINDINGS
On external examination, the deceased was a moderately built male measuring 165 cm in height and weighing 63 kg. The deceased was wearing dark green jacket, grey half pant with black stripes, black long‑sleeved shirt with dried salivary stains on the front, black polo T‑shirt and black underwear. Post‑mortem lividity was present all over the back and fixed, rigor mortis was developed all over the body. Face was congested, lips and fingernails were cyanosed. Dried salivary stain was present at the right angle of the mouth. Both eyes were blindfolded with a pink towel tied at the occipital region and hands were tied together in front using a striped towel with two knots. Some fibres (threads) were found in the mouth.
External injuries 
i) Abrasion, 2.5 cm × 1.5 cm, on the left side of forehead with reddish brown scab ii) Abrasion, 5 cm × 1 cm, on the medial aspect of the right wrist with reddish brown scab. iii) Abrasion, 6 cm × 0.9 cm on the posterior aspect of the right thigh with reddish brown scab. iv) Multiple bruises were present on the posterior aspect of both lower limbs extending from lower buttock to ankle area, bluish in colour.
v) Ligature mark: A ligature mark measuring 29 cm × 2 cm, was present on the front of neck, running obliquely on both sides of neck, placed high up above the thyroid cartilage, 3cm below right ear and 1cm below left ear.
It was dry, hard, dark brown, parchmentized and discontinuous at occipital region with a gap of 11 cm . Internally, on dissection of the neck revealed dry, white, glistening subcutaneous tissues beneath the ligature mark with extravasation of blood into adjacent muscles. 


The larynx, trachea, bronchi, and lungs were congested. Multiple petechial haemorrhages were present over the pleura and pericardium. The hyoid bone, thyroid cartilage, cricoid cartilage, carotid arteries and muscles were intact. The heart and brain were congested. All other internal organs were congested. The stomach was empty with normal mucosal wall.
Histopathological examination revealed no significant findings. Toxicological analysis was also negative for common poisons. Fibre analysis confirmed that the fibres recovered from the oral cavity matched with those of the towel used as ligature material around wrists. 
Discussion
Hanging is one of the commonest methods of suicide encountered in custodial settings and prisons.1 Psychological stress, fear, social stigma, depression and anxiety associated with criminal proceedings are important contributing factors for custodial suicide.5  In the present case, the death was due to partial hanging, which initially raised doubt regarding the possibility of homicidal hanging.
The autopsy findings were classical of ante-mortem hanging
· Obliquely placed ligature mark on both sides of neck high up above the thyroid cartilage 
· Ligature mark was dry, hard, parchmentized
· Extravasation of blood in neck tissues adjacent to the ligature mark
· Dried salivary stain at right angle of the mouth
· Congestion and cyanosis of face, lips and nailbeds
· Petechial haemorrhages
· Congestion of internal organs.1
The empty stomach with normal mucosa and negative toxicological findings excluded intoxication or poisoning as contributory factors. Histopathological examination also did not reveal any significant pathology, supporting the absence of natural disease contributing to death.3
The abrasions noted over the left side of forehead, right wrist and right thigh were about 2-3 days old. Bruises present over the posterior aspect of both lower limbs were also about 3 days old and they were consistent with repeated blunt-force trauma and were suggestive of physical assault prior to death. 
An unusual finding in this case was the blindfolding of eyes with a towel and tying of both hands together in front. Although quite rare, such findings may occasionally be encountered in suicidal hanging when the person ties his hands and legs before hanging himself in order to prevent a change of mind or to make it look like homicidal hanging for vengeance towards those whom he have grudges. In this case, presence of these unusual findings along with the multiple bruises on the back of both lower limbs raised the suspicion of homicidal hanging rather than a typical suicidal hanging. However, circumstances of the case such as locked door from inside, no disorganisation of the room, note (religious prayer before death) on the wall, absence of defence wounds and other marks of struggle on the body and most importantly, the type of hanging i.e. partial hanging ruled out homicidal hanging.1 Furthermore, fibre analysis confirmed matching of fibres from the oral cavity with the fibres of the ligature material around wrists (the towel), providing supportive corroborative forensic evidence.4
Conclusion
Hanging is one of the commonest methods of committing suicide worldwide. It is not an exception amongst inmates in prisons and jails too. But, in many  a cases of custodial suicidal hanging, there arise a suspicion of homicidal hanging especially when the person sustains injuries on his body due to physical assault prior to his death and (this along with) when the person resorts to some unusual acts such as tying of his own hands and legs, blindfolding himself etc. before hanging himself in order to prevent a change of mind or to make it look like homicidal hanging as in our case. However, complete and thorough post-mortem examinations including chemical, toxicological and other relevant analysis, proper histopathological examinations and a comprehensive and meticulous study of the circumstances of the death can bring out the true nature of death and thus, helps in the administration of justice. 
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