
Forensic Psychology Pioneer: Uncovering
Crime in Germany, 1880-1939
Witnessing Crime Through the Lens of Forensic Psychology

Forensic psychology, the intersection of psychology and the law, has a rich
and fascinating history in Germany. From the late 19th century to the
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outbreak of World War II, German scholars and practitioners made
significant contributions to the field, developing innovative techniques for
crime investigation and analysis.
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The Birth of Forensic Psychology in Germany

The roots of forensic psychology in Germany can be traced back to the late
19th century, a period of rapid scientific and technological advancements.
In 1885, Franz von Liszt, a prominent criminologist, published his
groundbreaking work, "Textbook of Criminal Law." This text advocated for a
more scientific approach to criminal justice, including the use of
psychological insights for understanding and preventing crime.

Inspired by von Liszt's ideas, a group of German scholars and practitioners
established the German Society for Forensic Psychology in 1896. The
society provided a forum for researchers and practitioners to share their
findings and collaborate on new approaches to crime investigation.

Pioneers in Crime Investigation
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Among the pioneering figures in forensic psychology in Germany was Hans
Gross. Gross, a judge and criminologist, developed the concept of
"criminalistics," a scientific approach to crime investigation that emphasized
the collection and analysis of physical evidence. He is credited with
introducing photography, fingerprint analysis, and ballistics into forensic
investigations.

Another influential figure was Hugo Munsterberg. Munsterberg, a German-
American psychologist, applied experimental psychology to the study of
crime. He developed techniques for witness interrogation, polygraph
testing, and the analysis of handwriting.

The Impact of Forensic Psychology

The contributions of German forensic psychologists had a profound impact
on crime investigation techniques around the world. Their scientific
approaches and innovative methods helped to increase the accuracy and
effectiveness of criminal investigations.

For example, Gross's emphasis on physical evidence led to the
development of crime scene investigation techniques that are still used
today. Munsterberg's research on witness interrogation laid the foundation
for modern interviewing methods.

The Rise of Nazi Germany and Its Impact

The rise of Nazi Germany in the 1930s had a significant impact on forensic
psychology in Germany. The Nazi regime suppressed academic freedom
and persecuted Jewish scientists and scholars. Many forensic
psychologists were forced to flee the country or were unable to continue
their work.



Despite these challenges, some forensic psychologists continued to make
important contributions during the Nazi era. For example, Werner Enke, a
forensic psychiatrist, developed techniques for assessing the mental
capacity of criminal defendants.

Post-War Developments

After the defeat of Nazi Germany, forensic psychology in Germany
experienced a resurgence of interest. German scholars and practitioners
resumed their research and rebuilt the field. In the decades that followed,
German forensic psychologists made significant contributions to the
development of forensic assessment, criminal profiling, and victim support
services.

Forensic psychology in Germany has a rich history that spans more than a
century. From the pioneering work of Hans Gross and Hugo Munsterberg to
the challenges and triumphs of the Nazi era and beyond, German forensic
psychologists have played a vital role in the development of crime
investigation and analysis.

The legacy of forensic psychology in Germany continues to inspire
researchers and practitioners around the world. Their dedication to
scientific inquiry and their commitment to justice have made a lasting
impact on the field of criminal justice.
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