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1 Introduction 
This eBook contains a wealth of information about Death. 

A Glossary of Terms used in this eBook is provided on page 22. 

Please note: This book was written with great care.  However, in spite of 
this, errors or omissions may occur.  This book is provided "as-is", without 
any warranty whether expressed or implied.  All readers of this book agree 
to use the information provided in this book entirely at their own risk. 

This book should not be used as a basis for any form of diagnosis or 
treatment for any medical condition.  Always seek professional medical 
advice. 

 

1.1 Target Audience  

This eBook is intended to provide assistance and information to people who 
are interested in learning more about Death. 

 

1.2 Benefits of Using this Book 

This eBook provides clear and concise details on Death, that would 
otherwise need to be obtained from a variety of sources, such as internet, 
reference books, qualified doctors, and so on. 

 

1.3 Related eBooks 

A person can postpone death, and add many more years of healthy, active 
time to their life span, by reducing stress, maintaining a healthy life style, 
quitting smoking, and so on.  Please see section 9 Delaying and Preventing 
Death. 

For people wishing to get the most out of life and add years to their life span, 
the following eBooks are recommended: 
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 eBook on Healthy Retirement 

 eBook on Nutrition 

 eBook on Quit Smoking 

 eBook on Sleeping Disorders 

 eBook on Stress Management 

 

1.4 Copyright Notice  

This book is Copyright © 2008 ??.  Unauthorized copying of this manual, in 
any way, is prohibited.  

 

1.5 Disclaimer 

Please note: This book was written with great care.  However, in spite of 
this, errors or omissions may occur.  This book is provided "as-is", without 
any warranty whether expressed or implied.  All readers of this book agree 
to use the information provided in this book entirely at their own risk. 

This book should not be used as a basis for any form of diagnosis or 
treatment for any medical condition.  Always seek professional medical 
advice. 

 

2 What is Death 
Death is the end of life of a biological organism.  That is, the processes of 
life in the organism, such as respiration, cease.  There are various types of 
death which apply depending on the type of organism.  For example, in 
humans and higher animals, there is Clinical Death and Brain Death. 

For all known life it is a fact that all multi-cellular organisms die at some 
point in time.  That is, their life will end at a particular point in time, and 
death is an unavoidable consequence of their life.  However, such organisms 
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may reproduce and pass their genes and, in the case of humans, their 
knowledge and philosophies, onto future generations. 

However, the situation with single celled organisms, such as bacteria, is 
quite different.  Bacteria reproduce asexually by dividing into two.  So, there 
are no real parents and no real children.  One bacteria simply becomes two 
when it reaches a certain age and the conditions are favorable, and each of 
these bacteria may then divide in two in the future, if they survive long 
enough.  As such, bacteria are effectively immortal, the same bacteria may 
continue to divide in two forever, providing conditions are favorable and 
nothing kills or damages it. 

In human culture and many religions, various traditions and beliefs relating 
to death are important. 

In medicine, the biological details and definitions relating to death are 
becoming increasingly complex as our technology advances and our 
knowledge expands. 

 

3 Signs and Symptoms of Death - What Happens After 
Death 

What happens to an organism's physical remains after death depends on the 
type of organism involved, where it dies, and how it dies. 

When organisms die the following may occur: 

• Cessation of Respiration: all life on Earth respires, that is, it takes 
in oxygen and water and produces carbon dioxide.  After death, 
respiration stops. 

• Post Death Effects in Animals: If an animal dies and its dead 
body (corpse) remains intact (for example, they aren't eaten by a 
predator or burned in a fire, etc), the following occur after death: 

o Cessation of the Signs of Life: including activity, growth, 
heartbeat, breathing, and electrical activity in the brain. 

o Death Rattle: is a gurgling, rattle-like noise which may be 
produced shortly before or after death.  The noise occurs 
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because of a build-up of respiratory secretions in the throat 
because the animal has lost its ability to swallow properly. 

o Algor Mortis: is the decline in body temperature until 
ambient temperature is reached. 

o Livor Mortis: occurs when blood pools in the parts of the 
body which are at the lowest elevation. 

o Pallor Mortis: is paleness due to a lack of capillary 
circulation throughout the body. 

o Postmortem Spasms: are small movements of the limbs, 
such as twitching legs or wings. 

o Rigor Mortis: occurs when chemical change in the muscles 
cause the limbs to become stiff and difficult to move, bend, 
or manipulate.  Under normal temperatures, rigor mortis 
starts and progresses slowly within a few hours of death.  
Full rigor usually occurs about 12 hours after death, and 
eventually subsides after about 36 hours.  That is, after 36 
hours, the limbs should be fully relaxed again. 

• Consumption: if the organism is eaten or consumed by predators 
or scavengers, then it will be digested and used to sustain these 
other organisms.  Any waste material from this process will be 
expelled or excreted from the predator's and/or scavenger's bodies, 
after which it may decompose or be used by other organisms to 
sustain their life.  Any material not consumed will decompose.  
And, the waste products of any material that has been consumed 
will be expelled and either decompose or be used by other 
organisms to sustain their life. 

• Decomposition: is the process of decay and break down of an 
organisms remains.  Decomposition may occur very quickly, such 
as during a fire.  However, if the organism is left lying on the 
ground, or is buried, then decomposition will occur much more 
slowly, and may require many days, weeks, or months to complete, 
depending on the size and composition of the organism.  Various 
insects, such as ants, earthworms, woodlice, and dung beetles, as 
well as a host of microbes and other organisms play a part in the 
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decomposition process.  The name of the game here is recycling – 
to return material back to the food chain where it can be used to 
sustain other organisms, such as plants and the organisms that 
perform the decomposition.  Some material may not be 
decomposed fully however.  ; for example coal is a fossil fuel 
formed in swamp ecosystems where plant remains were saved by 
water and mud from oxidization and biodegradation. 

• Fossilization: is the mineralization of the remains of an 
organization, a process which prevents further decomposition.  
Normally the hard parts of an organisms, such as shells, teeth, and 
bones, are the more likely to be preserved long enough so that they 
eventually fossilize.  However, soft parts of organisms may also be 
fossilized, but this is rarer.  Fossils are the mineralized remains or 
traces (such as footprints) of animals, plants, and other organisms.  
Fossils may vary in size from microscopic to gigantic, such as 
dinosaurs. 

• Conversion to Oil, Coal, etc: Fossil fuels, such as coal and oil, are 
believed to have been formed over millions of years in swamp 
ecosystems, where plant and animal remains are preserved against 
total decomposition by water and mud. 

• In Tact Preservation: the remains of organisms may also be 
preserved more or less in tact by various methods, such as 
freezing.  Natural examples include the freezing of Wooly 
Mammoths in Siberian permafrost for many 10's of thousands of 
years. 

Some of the effects listed above apply to all types of organisms (such as 
plants, microbes, animals, and so on), while some only apply to animals. 

 

4 Diagnosing Death 
Throughout history, it has been difficult to define the exact moment of death 
or even define the exact signs and symptoms of death. 

For example, death was once defined as the cessation of heartbeat and of 
breathing.  This state is now called Clinical Death. 
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However, the development of Cardiopulmonary Resuscitation (CPR) and 
defibrillation techniques have rendered this definition incorrect because 
breathing and heartbeat can sometimes be restarted.  Also, situations which 
caused death in the past may no longer kill in all circumstances, and this has 
made it difficult to determine whether a person is really dead or whether 
they might be able to survive.  For example, life support devices, organ 
transplants, artificial pacemakers, and related technologies can help a person 
to survive even without a functioning heart and lungs. 

Today, people are considered dead when the electrical activity in their brain 
completely and permanently ceases.  This is also called Brain Death and 
Biological Death.  During coma and sleep, electrical activity in the brain 
may decrease, but it is still measurable.  After death, electrical activity in the 
brain ceases completely. 

However, there is currently debate as to how much of the brain needs to be 
devoid of electrical activity before death can be pronounced.  Some doctors 
argue that the lack of electrical activity in the Neo-Cortex of the brain is a 
sure sign of death. 

However at the current time, most countries define death as the irreversible 
cessation of electrical activity in the whole brain rather than just the Neo-
Cortex.  This wider definition can cause complications because the 
determination of brain death – that is, the cessation of electrical activity - 
can be complicated.  For example, Electroencephalography (EEG) can 
sometimes detect spurious electrical impulses in the brain even after 
apparent death.  In addition, various drugs, hypoglycemia, hypoxia, and 
hypothermia can suppress or even stop brain activity on a temporary basis. 

To avoid any chance of Misdiagnosing Death (see section 4.2), hospitals 
use very strict protocols for determining brain death, and these involve using 
EEGs at widely separated time intervals under strictly defined conditions. 

Identifying the moment of death is important in a number of situations.  For 
example, for Organ Transplants the donor's organs must be harvested as 
soon as possible after the death. 
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4.1 Emergency workers and Death 

Emergency workers who arrive at accident scenes are required to be very 
cautious about pronouncing a patient dead, unless there are clear and 
obvious indications that death has occurred.  For example, the following are 
clear signs that death has been caused: 

• Decapitation,  

• Decomposition (see section 3 Signs and Symptoms of Death - What 
Happens After Death),  

• Incineration,  

• Livor Mortis  (see section 3),  

• Rigor Mortis (see section 3),  

• Any other significant bodily damage that clearly causes death. 

If there is any possibility of life still being present or of life being restored, 
emergency workers are normally instructed to begin rescue techniques (such 
as CPR, intubation, IV access, and administering medicines) and continue 
these procedures until the patient has been brought to a hospital to be 
examined by a physician. 

In cases of electrocution, administering CPR for an hour or so can allow 
stunned nerves to recover, allowing a person to recover even though they 
gave every indication of being dead a short while ago. 

People who are unconscious and appear drowned in  icy water may survive 
if their faces are kept cold until they arrive at hospital.  During this state, 
called the Mammalian Diving Response, a person's metabolic activity and 
oxygen requirements are minimal. 

 

4.2 Misdiagnosing Death 

There are many hundreds of stories about people who have been declared 
dead by physicians and then "coming back to life", sometimes several days 
later while lying in their own coffin, or when the process of embalming is 
just about to start. 
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In Britain, during the Victorian era, some people became obsessively 
worried about being declared dead and then "coming back to life" after 
being buried in the ground. 

 

4.3 Determining the Cause of Death 

An Autopsy, also known as a Postmortem Examination and an Obduction, 
involves a thorough is a medical examination of a human corpse to 
determine how and why a person died and to assess any disease or injury 
that may be present or may have contributed towards their death.  A 
Pathologist is a specialized medical doctor who performs Autopsies. 

Autopsies may be required for legal and/or medical purposes.  A Forensic 
Autopsy is performed when a person dies under suspicious circumstances of 
when the cause of death may be a criminal matter. 

A Clinical Autopsy, also known as an Academic Autopsy, is performed to 
find the medical cause of death and is used when there is doubt about how a 
person died or for research purposes.  Clinical Autopsies can be very useful 
in determining if any mistakes were made during a person's treatment and 
can be used to help improve practices. 

Autopsies can involve an external examination, or a more detailed 
examination may be required, and this involves an internal examination 
where the body is dissected.  Permission from next of kin may be required 
before an Autopsy can be performed, especially if an internal autopsy is 
required.  Once an internal autopsy has been completed, the body is sewn 
back together. 

A Necropsy is a postmortem examination performed on an animal's corpse, 
such as that of a pet or zoo animal, to determine why it died. 

 

4.4 Diagnosing Death in The Future 

As medical technologies advance, and our abilities to restore a person's life 
improve, we may need to re-evaluate our ideas about when death occurs. 
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In the future, the lack of electrical activity in the brain may no longer be 
enough to pronounce someone dead. 

A alternative, called Information Theoretical Death, has been suggested as 
a better means of determining when death really occurs, however, this 
concept is not really practical outside of the field of cryonics. 

 

5 Causes of Death 
Many factors can cause an organism's death, including: 

• Accident and/or physical trauma,  

• Homicide (killing another person),  

• Disease,  

• Exposure to toxic substances or environments,  

• Habitat destruction,  

• Lack of oxygen, for example, caused by suffocation or asphyxiation,  

• Malnutrition, including lack of food and/or water,  

• Predation,  

• Suicide (taking one's own life),  

• Senescence, which refers to the deterioration of the life sustaining 
biological processes of a living organism as it approaches an advanced 
age.  

For people in developed countries, the main cause of death are heart disease, 
stroke, cancer, and other diseases related to obesity and aging. 

In developing countries, inferior sanitary conditions and reduced access to 
medical technology means that infectious diseases, such as Tuberculosis, are 
the main cause of death. 

See section 6 Statistics for Causes of Death for further information. 
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6 Statistics for Causes of Death 
According to the National Vital Statistics Report, Volume 53, Number 5 
(October 2004), the causes of human death in the USA in 2002 were: 

Formal Name Informal Name % Deaths
(1) Diseases of the heart  heart attack (mainly)  28.5% 
(2) Malignant neoplasms  cancer  22.8% 
(3) Cerebrovascular disease  stroke  6.7% 
(4) Chronic lower respiratory disease emphysema, chronic bronchitis  5.1% 
(5) Unintentional injuries  accidents  4.4% 
(6) Diabetes mellitus  diabetes  3.0% 
(7) Influenza and pneumonia  flu & pneumonia  2.7% 
(8) Alzheimer's Disease  Alzheimer's senility  2.4% 
(9) Nephritis and Nephrosis  kidney disease  1.7% 
(10) Septicemia  systemic infection  1.4% 
(11) Intentional self-harm  suicide  1.3% 
(12) Chronic Liver/Cirrhosis  liver disease  1.1% 
(13) Essential Hypertension  high blood pressure  0.8% 
(14) Assault  homicide  0.7% 
(15) All other causes  other  17.4% 

The following table summarizes and clarify the above table: 

Cause of Death % of Deaths 

Disease 76.20% 
Accidents 4.40% 
Suicide 1.30% 

Homicide 0.70% 
Other 17.40% 

The same data in a bar chart is as follows: 
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This highlights the fact that, even in the developed world, more than three-
quarters of deaths are caused by disease. 

Also, the trends in the USA for the causes of human death from 1979 to 
1998 were: 

Cause 1998 Percent Change From 1979 
Alzheimer's Disease  < 1 % +1,200 % 
Septicemia (systemic infection) < 1 % +91 % 
Chronic Obstructive Lung  5 % +46 % 
Diabetes mellitus  3 % +39 % 
Hypertension  (high blood pressure) < 1 % +26 % 
Pneumonia/influenza  4 % +18 % 
Nephritis  < 1 % +2 % 
Cancer  23 % -6 % 
Suicide  < 1 % -11 % 
All Causes  100 % -18 % 
Homicide  < 1 % -28 % 
Accidents  4 % -30 % 
Heart Disease  31 % -37 % 
Stroke  7 % -40 % 
Liver Disease  < 1 % -40 % 
Atherosclerosis  < 1 % -67 % 

The authors of this table add this note: 

• The figures for Alzheimer's Disease may be misleading, because 
consciousness of Alzheimer's Disease has increased so much in that 
period that physicians may be increasingly likely to list it as a cause of 
death. 
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This table indicates that these causes of human death in the USA have 
decreased: 

• Accidents  

• Atherosclerosis 

• Cancer  

• Heart Disease  

• Homicide  

• Liver Disease  

• Stroke  

• Suicide  

While these causes of human death in the USA have increased: 

• Alzheimer's Disease  

• Chronic Obstructive Lung  

• Diabetes mellitus  

• Hypertension  (high blood pressure) 

• Nephritis 

• Pneumonia/influenza  

• Septicemia (systemic infection) 

Interestingly, according to the above table, the main causes of human death 
(those with percentages of at least 3%), such as cancer, accidents, heart 
disease, and stroke have all significantly decreased between 1978 and 1998, 
while other causes, such as chronic obstructive lung, diabetes mellitus, and 
pneumonia / influenza have all significantly increased between 1978 and 
1998. 
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According to the US Bureau of the Census, the number of human deaths by 
age in the year 2000 was: 

 

Which clearly indicates that more people are surviving to an advanced age 
(70-90 years of age), and then dying.  And, from the causes of human death 
data (presented above), it is clear that disease is the leading cause of these 
deaths. 

Accidents account for approximately 4% of human deaths in the developed 
world.  Of these, the leading cause is motor vehicle accidents (MVAs).  And, 
the majority of MVAs have been found to occur when the driver has been 
violating traffic laws, the prime example is speeding. 

 

7 Death and Natural Selection 
Death is a important part of the process of Natural Selection, also known as 
Survival of the Fittest.  In the process of Natural Selection, Organisms that 
are less fit are less likely to survive, and those who survive are less likely to 
produce offspring, thereby reducing their contribution to the species gene 
pool over future generations.  The organisms which are strongest, the fittest, 
the best at adapting to their environment, and, in the case of animals, the 
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smartest, have the best chances of survival and the best chances of producing 
offspring. 

which have damaged genes, are less adapted to their current environment 
than others are more likely to die having produced 

In natural ecosystems, process of Natural Selection forces weaker genes to 
eventually be bred out of a population.  Such a process is crucial to the long 
term viability of a species. 

In modern human populations, Natural Selection plays far less of a role 
than it once did.  For example, in today's overcrowded society, the smartest, 
strongest, and fittest are often less likely to breed because they understand 
the problems that overcrowding is causing on Earth.  In addition, throughout 
recorded human history, Natural Selection has often been turned on its head 
in human populations.  For example, the strongest and fittest are sent off to 
fight and die in war, or to risk their lives to explore distant and dangerous 
lands.  Meanwhile, the poorest, the weakest, the mentally deficient, and the 
disabled are left behind to live, breed, and increasingly depend on the 
welfare of others, increasingly polluting the human gene pool. 

 

8 Death and Extinction 
Extinction is the cessation of existence of a species of organisms.  The 
moment of extinction occurs when the last living individual of that species 
dies.  This is so even though the capacity of the species to breed and recover 
may have been lost many years before the death of the last remaining 
individual. 

The moment of extinction can be difficult to determine when a species is 
spread out over a large region or over a wide range of habitats. 

Usually, the moment of extinction is done retrospectively.  However, this 
sometimes leads to situation where a species presumed extinct suddenly "re-
appears" (for example, in the fossil record) after a period of apparent 
absence.  This phenomena is called Lazarus taxa. 

Through evolution, new species of organisms may arise and thrive when 
they are able to find and exploit an ecological niche.  This process is called 
Speciation. 
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A species may become extinct if it cannot survive in changing conditions or 
against superior competition. 

Throughout the evolution of life on Earth, prior to the rise and spread of 
humans across the globe, a typical species arises, survives, and then 
becomes extinct, on average, after about 10 million years.  However, many 
species may also become extinct very suddenly following Mass Extinction 
Events, such as when a large meteor collides with the Earth, which can 
affect temperatures and conditions over large areas. 

However, some species continue to survive virtually unchanged for 
hundreds of millions of years.  Such species are called Living Fossils.  

Only one in a thousand species that have ever existed on Earth are still alive 
today. 

Approximately 100,000 years ago, when humans began increasing rapidly in 
number and spreading across the globe, species extinctions have increased at 
an unprecedented rate. 

The impact of humans on the environment and on the lives and habitats of 
other species is so significant that some experts estimate that half of all 
presently existing species may become extinct by 2100. 

 

9 Delaying and Preventing Death 
For humans, it is currently impossible to permanently delay or prevent death. 

However, a person can postpone death, and add many more years of healthy, 
active time to their life span, by: 

• Avoiding the causes of death (see section 5 Causes of Death). 

• Avoiding and taking precautions against disease, such as being 
properly vaccinated and seeking early diagnosis and treatment if you 
suspect health problems. 

• Eating a healthy diet, while avoiding processed foods and fast foods 
and foods that are high in salt, sugar, and/or fat.  Please see my eBook 
on Nutrition for further details. 
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• Avoiding health hazards, such as smoking, excessive alcohol 
consumption, and drug abuse.  Please see my eBook on Quit 
Smoking for further details. 

• Maintain a positive mental attitude and keep active, especially during 
your retirement.  Please see my eBook on Healthy Retirement for 
further details. 

• Ensure that you get enough quality sleep each night.  Please see my 
eBook on Sleeping Disorders for further details. 

• Take steps to reduce the stress in your life.  Please see my eBook on 
Stress Management for further details. 

• Incorporate at least 30 minutes of physical activity into your daily 
routine. 

• Maintain a healthy body weight.  Please see my eBook on Nutrition 
for further details. 

The lifespan of humans could be extended by  

• Replacing damaged tissues / organs with healthy tissues / organs.  

Theoretically, in addition to the above death delaying strategies, the lifespan 
of humans could be extended by a range of techniques that have not yet been 
developed, but are the subject of a great deal of research, including: 

• Reducing the rate at which aging occurs, or halting the aging process 
completely.  Researchers of life extension, known as Biomedical 
Gerontologists, are also attempting to understand the nature of aging 
so that treatments can be developed to slow, or better yet halt, the 
aging process. 

• Molecular repair or rejuvenation of deteriorated cells and tissues. 

A great deal of hope is placed on Stem Cell Research and other treatment 
options, which may eventually provide treatments in some of these areas. 

Perhaps, in the future, ageing may be slowed or even eliminated completely.  
When such breakthroughs may occur is impossible to predict, however, if 
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such breakthroughs do occur, then they almost certainly will not occur for 
decades. 

Whether the human lifespan should be greatly extended is the subject of 
much ethical debate amongst politicians and scientists. 

Some life extensionists pay to be cryonically frozen after death, in the hope 
that one day medicine will be able to eliminate disease, rejuvenate them to a 
lasting youthful condition, and repair any damage that was caused by the 
cryonics process.  Two options are available – cryonically freezing the entire 
body and freezing the head.  Only time will tell whether investments in such 
practices will yield the desired results. 

 

10 Further Information on Death 
To find the Death in your area using the internet, go the to Google web site : 

http://www.google.com 

and type in "Death". 

 

10.1 Web Links 

The following are some useful web links that can provide a wealth of 
information about Death: 

 Death (Wikipedia) 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Death 

 Death (Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy) 
http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/death/#2 

 The Origin of Death by George Wald 
http://www.elijahwald.com/origin.html 
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10.2 Statistics About Death 

The following are some useful web links that provide statistical information 
about the causes of death: 

 Causes Of Death by Ben Best 
http://www.benbest.com/lifeext/causes.html 

 Odds Of Dying From Various Injuries Or Accidents (National 
Safety Council, United States, 2001) 
http://www.nsc.org/lrs/statinfo/odds.htm 

 

11 Glossary of Terms 
The following definitions are either used within this book, or are relevant or 
related to the topics covered in this book:  

 Academic Autopsy: see Clinical Autopsy. 

 Algor Mortis: is the decline in body temperature until ambient 
temperature is reached. 

 Autopsy: also known as a Postmortem Examination and an Obduction, 
involves a thorough is a medical examination of a human corpse to 
determine how and why a person died and to assess any disease or injury 
that may be present or may have contributed towards their death.  Also 
see Forensic Autopsy and Clinical Autopsy. 

 Biological Death: see Brain Death. 

 Brain Death (also called Biological Death): is the term used when all 
electrical activity in the brain completely and permanently ceases. 

 Cardiopulmonary Resuscitation (CPR): is the process of artificially 
continuing blood circulation and respiration in a person who is Clinically 
Dead.  CPR involves chest compression and lung ventilation, and is 
usually performed by one or two trained medical personnel.  However, it 
may also be performed by life support machines.  CPR is performed until 
the patient regains a heart beat, an outcome known as Return of 
Spontaneous Circulation (ROSC), or they are declared dead. 
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 Clinical Autopsy: also known as an Academic Autopsy, is performed to 
find the medical cause of death and is used when there is doubt about 
how a person died or for research purposes.  Clinical Autopsies can be 
very useful in determining if any mistakes were made during a person's 
treatment and can be used to help improve practices. 

 Clinical Death: is the term used when the heart beat, blood circulation, 
and breathing cease.  However, a person who is Clinically Dead can still 
be brought back to life if Cardiopulmonary Resuscitation (CPR) and 
defibrillation techniques are applied in time. 

 Consumption: if the organism is eaten or consumed by predators or 
scavengers, then it will be digested and used to sustain these other 
organisms.  Any waste material from this process will be expelled or 
excreted from the predator's and/or scavenger's bodies, after which it may 
decompose or be used by other organisms to sustain their life.  Any 
material not consumed will decompose.  And, the waste products of any 
material that has been consumed will be expelled and either decompose 
or be used by other organisms to sustain their life. 

 Death Rattle: is a gurgling, rattle-like noise which may be produced 
shortly before or after death.  The noise occurs because of a build-up of 
respiratory secretions in the throat because the animal has lost its ability 
to swallow properly. 

 Death: is the end of life of a biological organism.  That is, the processes 
of life in the organism, such as respiration, cease.  There are various 
types of death which apply depending on the type of organism.  For 
example, in humans and higher animals, there is Clinical Death and 
Brain Death. 

 Decomposition: is the process of decay and break down of an organisms 
remains.  Decomposition may occur very quickly, such as during a fire.  
However, if the organism is left lying on the ground, or is buried, then 
decomposition will occur much more slowly, and may require many 
days, weeks, or months to complete, depending on the size and 
composition of the organism.  Various insects, such as ants, earthworms, 
woodlice, and dung beetles, as well as a host of microbes and other 
organisms play a part in the decomposition process.  The name of the 
game here is recycling – to return material back to the food chain where 
it can be used to sustain other organisms, such as plants and the 
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organisms that perform the decomposition.  Some material may not be 
decomposed fully however.  ; for example coal is a fossil fuel formed in 
swamp ecosystems where plant remains were saved by water and mud 
from oxidization and biodegradation. 

 Electroencephalography (EEG): is the measurement of the brain's 
electrical activity.  This measuring is achieved by using a special EEG 
machine which is connected to special electrodes which are placed on the 
person's scalp. 

 Extinction: is the cessation of existence of a species of organisms.  The 
moment of extinction occurs when the last living individual of that 
species dies.  This is so even though the capacity of the species to breed 
and recover may have been lost many years before the death of the last 
remaining individual. 

 Forensic Autopsy: is performed when a person dies under suspicious 
circumstances of when the cause of death may be a criminal matter. 

 Fossilization: is the mineralization of the remains of an organization, a 
process which prevents further decomposition.  Normally the hard parts 
of an organisms, such as shells, teeth, and bones, are the more likely to be 
preserved long enough so that they eventually fossilize.  However, soft 
parts of organisms may also be fossilized, but this is rarer.  Fossils are the 
mineralized remains or traces (such as footprints) of animals, plants, and 
other organisms.  Fossils may vary in size from microscopic to gigantic, 
such as dinosaurs. 

 Lazarus taxa: is the situation where a species is presumed extinct for a 
period of time, but then suddenly "re-appears" (for example, in the fossil 
record). 

 Livor Mortis: occurs when blood pools in the parts of the body which 
are at the lowest elevation. 

 Necropsy: is a postmortem examination performed on an animal's 
corpse, such as that of a pet or zoo animal, to determine why it died. 

 Obduction: see Autopsy. 

 Pallor Mortis: is paleness due to a lack of capillary circulation 
throughout the body. 
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 Pathologist: is a specialized medical doctor who performs Autopsies. 

 Postmortem Examination: see Autopsy. 

 Postmortem Spasms: are small movements of the limbs, such as 
twitching legs or wings. 

 Return of Spontaneous Circulation (ROSC): see Cardiopulmonary 
Resuscitation (CPR). 

 Rigor Mortis: occurs when chemical change in the muscles cause the 
limbs to become stiff and difficult to move, bend, or manipulate.  Under 
normal temperatures, rigor mortis starts and progresses slowly within a 
few hours of death.  Full rigor usually occurs about 12 hours after death, 
and eventually subsides after about 36 hours.  That is, after 36 hours, the 
limbs should be fully relaxed again. 

 Speciation: is the rise of new species of organisms, which occurs when 
they are able to find and exploit an ecological niche. 

 

12 Acronyms and Abbreviations 
See the Glossary of Terms above for explanations of these terms. 

• BMI - Body Mass Index 

• CPR - Cardiopulmonary Resuscitation 

• EEG - Electroencephalography 

• MVA - Motor Vehicle Accident 

• ROSC - Return of Spontaneous Circulation 
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