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One of  the objectives of  medicolegal autopsy is to find out the 
cause of  death. To fulfill such an objective it is worthy that a de-
tailed and meticulous autopsy procedure is conducted. In con-
ventional practice, each and every body cavity is dissected to find 
out the presence of  any abnormality. Such an extensive autopsy 
procedure is not without its drawbacks. The autopsy surgeon’s 
focus should not be restricted only to find out the cause of  death. 
He must also be aware of  the sentiments of  the bereaved family 
members and relatives of  the deceased. In some of  the centers in 
developing countries the case load is about 15-20 cases per day. 
Extensive dissection of  the body not only causes disfiguration to 
some extent but also requires a lot of  time for proper reconstruc-
tion and suturing so that the body is in a sober state before hand-
ing it over to the family members. Time constraint is an important 
factor for the centers with a large case load. The mental agony and 
pain of  the family members waiting to complete the last rights 
and rituals is beyond any words of  explanation.

Medical science is a science based not only on knowledge, evi-
dence and justification but also takes into consideration human 
values and ethics. It is beyond any doubt that dissection of  every 
body cavity is not fruitful in all cases. Consider a case of  road traf-
fic accident with crush injury on the head due to run over, without 
any significant external injury on the chest or abdomen. In such 
a case dissection of  the abdomen to find out an incidental hyper-
nephroma or cirrhosis of  the liver does not add any worth of  in-
formation to come to a conclusion regarding the cause of  death. 
Similarly in cases of  hanging, stab injury of  the abdomen or bullet 
injury over the head a focused dissection of  the affected body 

region – partial autopsy, may be worth considering. An opinion 
regarding the cause of  death from partial autopsy may be a point 
of  argument for the lawyers in the court of  law but it seems in-
significant when considering the ethical values of  medical science.

In un natural deaths where the cause of  death is quite obvious the 
concept of  partial autopsy may be accepted. It is the knowledge 
and discretion of  the autopsy surgeon that is to be relied upon. 
The autopsy surgeon should decide whether a complete or par-
tial autopsy is necessary in the particular case. Only those body 
cavities should be dissected where the autopsy surgeon expects 
some findings to explain the cause of  death. In the process if  
it is necessary or if  the situation demands he may proceed for a 
complete autopsy. A focused approach not only reduces the time 
for autopsy but also helps to examine in detail the body region 
with expected findings.

In pathological autopsy the concept of  partial autopsy has been 
well accepted [1,2]. Based on the history of  the case and medical 
records the pathologist decides on the system to be investigated 
by autopsy. Very similarly in case of  medicolegal autopsy also, his-
tory from the family members, police inquest and medical records 
can be a basis on which a partial autopsy may be conducted. In 
recent years minimally invasive autopsies have been advocated in 
high risk cases with HIV / Hepatitis C infections[3]. 

Thus a reduction in the number of  complete postmortem exami-
nations may not be impossible. However it must not be a routine 
practice as there are limitations in the proposed method. It must 
always be kept in mind that lapses in medicolegal autopsy may 
have far reaching consequences in terms of  legal issues. On the 
other hand legal issues cannot be a bar to provide service to man-
kind with a humane touch. A balance should be made judging 
the merits and demerits of  the case and partial autopsy may be 
undertaken in good faith. 
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