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Background: Stories of lives lived, unsolved mysteries, and undiscovered history are all
hidden beneath the surface of the ground. Exhuming human remains is a voyage into the core
of human existence, where the buried whisper their truths to the present. It is more than just a
scientific procedure. This study was conducted to assess the reason of exhumation in cases
where the initial postmortem was not performed. Methods: This retrospective study was
conducted from August 2021 to August 2024. A total of 27 cases were studied at Ayub Teaching
Hospital and Benazir Bhutto Shaheed Hospital, Abbottabad, under the supervision of the
Forensic Medicine Department, Ayub Medical College. Data were collected and analyzed using
Microsoft Excel. The findings were tabulated as frequencies and percentages. Result: Among
27 autopsy cases, the majority involved individuals aged 21-30 years. Most of the autopsies
were of male. Determining the cause of death was the primary reason (47%), while the absence
of an initial postmortem accounted for 19% of cases, highlighting procedural gaps. Three out
of nine cases were confirmed as a natural death, while the remaining six involved unnatural
causes. Conclusion: Exhumation serves as a vital tool in forensic investigations, particularly

in cases where initial postmortems were not conducted.
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INTRODUCTION

The term ‘exhumation’ is derived from the Latin
‘ex’, meaning ‘out of,” and ‘humus’, meaning
‘earth.” Exhumation literally refers to the act of
"taking out of the earth.” It typically involves the
removal of human remains for various purposes.*?

Exhumation refers to the process of
retrieving a corpse from its resting place, whether to
reinter it elsewhere or to dispose of it differently,
such as through cremation. The remains could
belong to a deceased person, a stillborn child, or a
fetus. Exhumation may also be performed to
determine the cause of death, identify the deceased,
or fulfill a request by family members when the
earlier postmortem was not conducted.3*

In some cases, either the court or the
deceased’s close relatives may request an
exhumation. Legal challenges may arise when
relatives seek to exhume a body as per court
instructions. Exhumation is more than a scientific
procedure; it reveals hidden truths about lives,
mysteries, and histories.

Stories of lives lived, unsolved mysteries,
and undiscovered history are all hidden beneath the
surface of the ground. Exhuming human remains is
a voyage into the core of human existence, where
the buried whisper their truths to the present. It is

more than just a scientific procedure.>® Even in
mass disasters, where multiple bodies are buried,
exhumation is used to collect relevant data for
comparison with available antemortem records to
establish individual identities.”

Exhumation is a powerful forensic tool for
uncovering hidden details. It frequently plays a
crucial role in resolving complex legal and medical
issues. Whether revisiting unresolved cases,
probing suspected foul play, or confirming
identities,  forensic  professionals rely on
exhumation to obtain critical evidence that stands
the test of both science and law

When no initial postmortem is conducted,
exhumation becomes essential for determining the
cause of death, resolving legal queries, or
establishing identity. Advances in forensic science,
such as DNA analysis and isotopic profiling, have
further enhanced the utility of exhumation, allowing
investigators to extract meaningful data from
remains even decades after burial.

Exhumation is a painstaking process that
calls for accuracy, knowledge, and adherence to
legal and ethical restrictions. The importance of this
approach has increased due to advancements in
forensic science, such as DNA analysis and isotopic
profiling, which allow investigators to glean




important information from remains even decades
after they have been buried.

Exhumation is a process that combines
forensic accuracy, historical interest, and a deep
regard for the deceased, whether it is used to solve
cold cases, rewrite historical accounts, or unearth lost
identities. This technique connects the domains of
science and humanity, providing solutions to issues
that time sought to bury in everything from ancient
burial sites to the courts of justice.

The time limit in which exhumation is done
is different for different countries depending on their
respective laws. For example, the exhumation time
limit in France is 10 years after that they donot allow
exhumation of any human body irrespective of the
cause of exhumation, similarly the time limit for
exhumation in Germany is 30 years. Adding to these
there is no time limit of exhumation in India and
Pakistan. In Pakistan exhumation is performed by the
order of magistrate under the Criminal Procedure
Code (Cr.P.C) under section 176 clause 2 and Police
rules 1934.8

Legally exhumation is needed to be done
when there is a need of medico-legal investigation or
if postmortem of the deceased is not performed
early.Modern forensic techniques, such as stable
isotope analysis, advanced DNA testing, and digital
forensic reconstruction, have improved the success
rates of exhumation-based investigations.®

These tools can sometimes compensate for
the limitations posed by decomposition.Dictates of
law says that any medical officer of designated
government hospital is authorized but still it needs
careful precaution that he should know the details of
the exhumation and has some prior knowledge of the
event.!® In many cases the 1st autopsy is challenged
and the relatives of the deceased were not satisfied
with the initial postmortem findings that warrants the
need of the 2nd autopsy or re autopsy in the form of
exhumation.*! There are several reasons why an initial
postmortem examination might not be performed
which include Natural Death Assumption, due to
Cultural or Religious Sensitivities that prevented intial
postmatum, Administrative Oversight and or New
Evidence or Allegations.?

The process is made by the authorized
medical officer and the doctor conducting the process
is supposed to know the procedure of conducting the
exhumation , method to collect the specimens
distinguishing the putrefactive process and artifacts
from normal natural process and medico legal
important findings .The doctor must follow ethical
limits and can manage the dead body and dispose off
as per norms and religious values.**> This study was
conducted to assess the reason of exhumation in cases
where the initial postmortem was not performed.
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MATERIAL AND METHODS

This cross-sectional study was conducted between
August 2021 to August 2024 and total of 27 cases were
studied in Ayub Teaching Hospital and Benazir Bhutto
Shaheed Hospital, Abbottabad under supervision of
Forensic Medicine Department, Ayub Medical
College. Permission and ethical approval were taken
from the hospital and the concerned authorities Data
were collected on the performa’s from the autopsy
records. Initial inquest/investigations by police,
autopsy/exhumation document, demographic data,
conflict with police report, and conclusion of
exhumation were studied in detail. Data was recorded
and analyzed on Microsoft excel. Data were tabulated
as frequency and percentage were calculated.

RESULTS

The mean age of the deceased at the time of death was
22.34+4.81 years. Most of the deceased were between
the age groups of 21-30 years 16 (59.3%). Out of the
27 autopsies, 19 (70.4%) were male and 8 (29.6%)
were females. As shown in the table 1, the major cause
of death was firearm in 8 (29.6%) followed by
strangulation in 7 (25.9%).

Of the total 27 exhumations done, majority
11 (47%) exhumations were done to know the cause
of death whereas, 9(33.3%) bodies were exhumed as
they had no initial autopsy done. The major 5 (55.5%)
cause of the 9 bodies with previously no autopsies
done was due to cultural or religious reasons followed
by 4 (44.5%) new evidence that were presented to
court of law which ordered exhumation. Three out of
nine cases that were exhumed and in which initial
autopsy was not performed, were confirmed as a
natural death, while the remaining six involved
unnatural causes

Table-1:

Cause of Death Frequency Percent
Firearm 8 29.6
Sharp weapon 5 18.5
Blunt weapon 3 111
Poisoning 2 7.4
Hanging 2 7.4
Strangulation 7 25.9
Total 27 100.0

Table-2: Purpose for doing Exhumation

S.NO REASON Cases (%)

1 Initial Postmortem not done 9 (19%)

2 Re autopsy 3 (15%)

3 Establish identity of the victim 4 (19%)

4 To know Cause of death 11 (47%)
DISCUSSION

Most human civilizations consider exhumation a
highly undesirable practice. However, it is usually

945



carried out in cases where the cause of death is
unknown, a postmortem of the deceased was not
performed, there is suspicion of foul play, or to
identify the body. Determining the cause of death is
the leading reason for exhumation. The second most
common reason is the absence or delay of a
postmortem examination. In such instances, the family
of the deceased may later seek answers about what
their loved one experienced, prompting an exhumation
for a postmortem to be conducted.'®

Despite being viewed as offensive and
objectionable in many cultures and religions,
exhumation is still performed. Globally, medico-legal
purposes remain the most common reason for
exhumation. Studies indicate that determining the
cause of death accounts for a significant proportion of
cases. In this study, it was found to be the leading
reason, comprising 47% of cases, consistent with
findings from another research.’

The second most common cause of
exhumation in this study involved cases where an
initial postmortem was not conducted which was 19%,
necessitating an exhumation later. Historically,
notable individuals have occasionally been exhumed
to provide historical context. Numerous mummies
from Ancient Egypt, for instance, have been removed
for research and public exhibition. Additionally,
archaeologists use exhumation to gain insights into
past human societies.*®

On the other hand, some cultures strictly
prohibit exhumation. For example, Jewish law forbids
the practice. In the present study, the highest frequency
of exhumation cases occurred in individuals aged 21-
30s years, similar to a study in Lahore, which reported
the majority of cases in individuals aged 21-30
years.’® However, this study differs in findings by
Khan et al., where the most common age group was
31-45 years.®

In Pakistan, the second most common reason
for exhumation is the absence of a postmortem
examination before burial. In many suspicious death
cases, exhumation is ordered to investigate the cause
of death, as seen in a writ petition in the Lahore High
Court. In that instance, the exhumation revealed the
death to be homicidal. One particular case involved the
exhumation of a 19-year-old girl following complaints
by villagers about a suspicious death.?*?? The
investigation determined the cause of death to be a
homicidal cut throat, later confessed by the assailant.
This highlights that while exhumation is sometimes
necessary, it underscores the importance of conducting
proper investigations and procedures at the outset.?

CONCLUSION

Exhumation in cases where no initial postmortem was
conducted serves as a critical tool in the justice system.
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While fraught with scientific, legal, and emotional
challenges, it underscores the importance of thorough
initial  investigations. Proper protocols, timely
intervention, and advanced forensic tools can ensure
that the deceased's voice is heard, even years after their
death, offering closure to families and ensuring justice
prevails.
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