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Introduction

Forensic medicine is a discipline that bridges 
the gap between medical science and the law. 
It plays a critical role in the administration of 
justice by applying medical knowledge to legal 
issues. This branch of medicine encompasses 
the investigation of injuries and deaths under 
suspicious or unnatural circumstances, the 
assessment of living individuals for medicolegal 
purposes, and the interpretation of medical 
findings for the courts and legal authorities.

Forensic medicine is defined as “that branch 
of medicine which deals with the application 
of medical and paramedical knowledge to aid 
in the administration of law and justice.” It 
involves a wide array of activities, including 
postmortem examinations, injury analysis, age 
estimation, examination of sexual offences, 
and documentation of medicolegal cases. The 
discipline requires not only a strong foundation 
in medicine but also a clear understanding of 
the legal system and relevant laws.

Legal medicine is often used interchangeably 
with forensic medicine, although in some 
contexts, it may refer more broadly to the 
legal responsibilities and rights of medical 
practitioners.
	 A key component of forensic medicine is 
forensic pathology, which deals specifically 
with determining the cause and manner of 
death through postmortem examinations. 
Forensic pathologists are trained to identify 

disease, injury, or poisoning that may have 
contributed to death, and they work closely 
with law enforcement and legal professionals 
in cases of unnatural or unexplained deaths. 
Their work provides crucial evidence in 
criminal investigations and inquests.

Clinical forensic medicine is a specialized 
branch of forensic medicine that deals with 
the application of medical knowledge to 
living individuals for legal purposes. It 
involves the examination, documentation, and 
interpretation of injuries, conditions, or findings 
in individuals who are victims or accused in 
medicolegal cases. This field is distinct from 
forensic pathology and is primarily concerned 
with medicolegal issues in the living.
	 Another important area under this domain 
is medical jurisprudence, which refers to 
the legal responsibilities of the medical 
practitioner in both civil and criminal matters. 
It encompasses laws relating to medical 
practice, professional negligence, consent, 
confidentiality, and duties toward the court. 
Medical jurisprudence ensures that doctors 
understand their legal obligations and rights 
while delivering healthcare services and 
during medicolegal engagements.

History of Forensic Medicine
The origin of Forensic Medicine traces back 
to ancient civilizations, where rudimentary 
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medicolegal practices were carried out long 
before the discipline took a formal shape. 
Over centuries, forensic medicine evolved 
alongside developments in medical science, 
law, and societal needs, gradually becoming 
a structured and essential branch of medicine.
	 One of the earliest documented works on 
forensic science comes from China. The Chinese 
manual “Hsi Yuan Lu” (The Washing Away 
of Wrongs), written by Song Ci in 1247 AD 
during the Song Dynasty, is considered the 
world’s first comprehensive Forensic text. This 
work explains the procedures for examining 
corpses, determining the cause of death, 
and distinguishing between accidental and 
homicidal injuries, which laid the foundation 
for forensic pathology.
	 In ancient Egypt, physicians often served 
dual roles as healers and legal advisors, and 
were consulted in cases of injury or death. In 
Mesopotamia, the Code of Hammurabi (circa 
1754 BC) laid down laws involving physical 
injury, punishment, and compensation, 
suggesting early legal involvement of medical 
knowledge.
	 Greek physician Hippocrates emphasized 
careful clinical observation, which later 
influenced medicolegal principles. Roman 
law under Justinian introduced rules about 
medical testimony in courts. Physicians 
in ancient Rome were often called to give 
opinions in cases of violence, sexual offences, 
or poisoning.
	 During the medieval period in Europe, the 
development of Forensic Medicine was limited 
due to religious and cultural restrictions on 
human dissection. However, with the gradual 
relaxation of these restrictions, anatomical 
studies resumed, and forensic autopsy 
became more accepted. By the 14th century, 
Italian universities like Bologna and Padua 
began conducting medicolegal autopsies, 
and physicians were asked to provide expert 
testimony in courts.
	 In 1507, Paolo Zacchia, an Italian physician 
and judge, laid the groundwork for modern 

Forensic Medicine. His work “Questiones Medico-
Legales” (1621–1651) was one of the earliest 
systematic texts on medicolegal issues.
	 In Germany, Forensic Medicine was 
introduced into the university curriculum 
in the 17th century. The Leipzig School 
was particularly influential. During this 
time, autopsies became more standardized, 
and toxicology began to develop as a sub-
discipline.
	 The field of toxicology advanced with 
the work of Mathieu Orfila, a Spanish-
born French chemist who is considered the 
“Father of Modern Toxicology”. His work 
on the detection of poisons in body tissues 
revolutionized forensic investigation. The 
use of the microscope enhanced forensic 
pathology, allowing better identification of 
tissue and organ damage. Forensic psychiatry 
also emerged, with increasing attention to 
criminal responsibility and mental illness.
	 The 20th century marked the establishment 
of forensic medicine as an academic 
discipline and institutional practice. Forensic 
laboratories and medicolegal institutes were 
established in many countries. Fingerprint 
analysis, blood typing, ballistics, and serology 
became standard investigative tools. The role 
of forensic medicine expanded into areas 
such as sexual assault examination, injury 
analysis, and disaster victim identification. 
The development of forensic odontology, 
anthropology, and entomology further 
enriched the discipline.
	 With the advent of modern technology, 
forensic medicine has undergone a digital 
transformation.  DNA fingerprinting, 
introduced by Sir Alec Jeffreys in 1985, revolu-
tionized personal identification and criminal 
investigations. Virtual autopsy (Virtopsy), 
digital radiology, and 3D reconstruction 
techniques have enhanced the non-invasive 
investigation of deaths. Advanced techniques 
in molecular biology, imaging, and artificial 
intelligence are now integrated into forensic 
practice.
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History of Forensic Medicine in India
India has a rich and ancient tradition of 
integrating medical knowledge with legal 
principles. The Sushruta Samhita, attributed 
to the sage Sushruta around 600 BCE, is 
among the earliest texts to describe surgical 
procedures, classification of injuries, and 
wound documentation, the elements central 
to forensic medicine today. The Manusmriti, 
an ancient legal text, prescribed punishments 
based on injury severity and the nature of 
crime, indicating an early understanding of 
injury assessment. Ancient Indian society 
recognized the roles of medical experts in 
legal matters, although formal medicolegal 
documentation as seen today was not yet 
developed.
	 During the medieval period, the practice 
of medicine became largely influenced 
by religious and cultural practices. The 
Unani and Ayurveda systems flourished, 
but scientific autopsies and medicolegal 
investigations were rare due to socio-religious 
restrictions on dissection and postmortem 
examination.

	 The British introduced Western medical 
education in India during the early 
19th century. The Calcutta Medical College, 
established in 1835, became the first institution 
to teach modern medicine and later included 
forensic medicine in its curriculum. The most 
outstanding contribution of India to the legal 
system is dactylography. Sir William Herschel 
of the Indian Civil Service used fingerprints as 
a method of identification. Based on this theory, 
Francis Galton (England) devised a systematic 
method for personal identification in 1892.
	 The police system of criminal investigations 
was introduced in 1861, and the coroner’s 
system in 1871 in Bombay (Mumbai) 
and Calcutta (Now Kolkata). Dr JP Modi 
(1875–1954) was a prominent medicolegal 
expert during this period. India’s first state 
forensic science laboratory was opened in 
Kolkata on July 1, 1952. The police system was 
simultaneously developed with specialised 
bureaus like fingerprint, ballistics, chemistry, 
etc. DNA profiling was pioneered in India by 
Dr Lalji Singh at the Centre for Cellular and 
Molecular Biology.


