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A B S T R A C T

Aspiration of foreign bodies, stomach contents, food material into the airways and lungs can cause sudden
death and a wide spectrum of pulmonary disorders with various presentations. Sudden deaths often occur
in such subjects under the alcohol intoxication with no injuries. In such deaths with no associated causes,
meticulous autopsy with chemical analysis and histopathology of lung plays a significant role in opining
regarding the cause of death. We report here such a case of aspiration of gastric contents under the influence
of alcohol.
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1. Introduction

Aspiration is inhalation of gastric or oropharyngeal contents
into the larynx and lower respiratory tract.1 Aspiration of
foreign bodies, food material and stomach contents can be
observed in a wide range of accidental deaths and deaths
from natural causes. In these cases, gastric contents are
commonly found in the larynx, trachea and bronchi at
autopsy.2,3 Aspiration pneumonia are encountered in any
age, from infancy to the elderly aged. However, specific are
more likely to be encountered in certain age groups where
risk factors for aspiration exist. For instance, aspiration of
foreign body is encountered mostly in younger children
and the elders, particularly those with impaired mechanism
of swallowing or mental status. Aspiration pneumonia is a
relatively common form of pneumonia in the elderly with
chronic medical disorders and in those residing in nursing
homes. It typically occurs in the subjects with depressed
consciousness from drug overdose, alcohol intoxication or
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general anesthesia, thus predisposing to the regurgitation
and aspiration of a large amount of gastric contents.4 We
report here such a case of aspiration of gastric contents
under the influence of alcohol.

2. Case Description

Thirty two years aged male victim returned home after
consumption of food and alcohol outside, and informed his
parents that he had to go to bathroom. As his son has not
returned even after long time, they got suspicion and went
to check and called his name. As there was no reply, they
broke the bathroom door and unfortuanately found their son
lying on the floor. Based on the circumstances of death,
the investigation officer conducted an inquest and issued
requisition for conducting autopsy on the dead body of the
deceased.

Autopsy revealed contusion of scalp of size 1cm x 1cm
on the mid-occipital region, 4cms x 2cms on right temporal
region and 4cms x 2 cms on anterior occipital region on
left side. Patchy subarachnoid haemorrhage of size 1cm x
2cms and 2cms x 2 cms was noted on right and left parietal
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lobes respectively. All organs were found congested. About
200 cc of yellow partially digested food particles with fluid
with gastric mucosal congestion and emission of peculiar
odour was observed.(Fig. 1) The larynx, trachea, bronchi,
and the bronchioli were coated with yellow food food
particles and frothy fluid material similar to the gastric
contents. (Fig. 2) The lungs, which were markedly inflated,
congested, edematous, and heavy expressing of similar
material from main bronchus on compression of both
lungs.(Fig. 3) Stomach and small intestines with contents,
piece of liver and kidney and blood were preserved in
bottle containing saturated solution of sodium chloride as
preservative and sent to state forensic science laboratories
for chemical analysis. Opinion regarding the cause of death
was reserved pending for report of chemical analysis. The
samples analysed by chemical tests including thin-layer
chromatography for volatile poisons, corrosive poisons,
metallic poisons, drugs and insecticides at state forensic
science laboratories revealed presence of ethyl alcohol. The
final opinion regarding the cause of death was opined as
‘aspiration of gastric contents under the influence of alcohol.

Fig. 1: Gastric contents with yellow partially digested food
particles with fluid

3. Discussion

The nature and quantity of the aspirated material, the
host’s chronicity and responses determines the type
of aspiration syndrome. Aspiration is mostly noticed
in subjects suffering from various risk factors like
compromised airway defenses (eg, endotracheal intubation,
vocal cord paralysis),4 depressed consciousness (eg.
anesthesia, sedation, drug overdose, drug abuse, alcohol
intoxication),4–7 dysphagia in altered upper aerodigestive
tract (eg, cancer, radiation therapy, prior surgery),4,5

dysphagia in neurologic disorders (eg, stroke, dementia,
parkinson’s disease, schizophrenia, multiple sclerosis,
alzheimer’s disease with severe dementia)4–9 dysphagia
in esophageal diseases (eg. tracheoesophageal fistula,
motility disorders),4,5 gastroesophageal reflux disease and
recurrent vomiting.4 Aspiration of gastric contents was
identified in sudden infant death syndrome cases,10 and
children with leigh syndrome, a heterogeneous progressive

Fig. 2: Airway with gastric content and frothy fluid

Fig. 3: Demonstrating expression of gastric content from main
bronchus on compression of lungs
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neurodegenerative disorder.11 Microscopy of the lungs
revealed the presence of gastric content and shed epithelial
cells in the bronchoalveolar lumen.11 The cause of death
in an infant was determined as aspiration of vomit induced
by Joubert syndrome, a neurological disorder related to
hypoplasia of the cerebellar vermis.12 If aspiration is
found at autopsy, the possibility of an artifactual origin
(chest compression, cardiopulmonary reanimation) has to be
considered.13 In our case, the probable mechanism for cause
of death due to aspiration of gastric contents under influence
of alcohol was depressed consciousness and compromised
airway defenses. Further it is suggested for the forensic
medicine expert to also ask for the qualitative chemical
analysis for alcohol or drug and histopathology of lungs in
such cases.
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