Abstract
The general part of forensic expertise

Since the beginning of the twentieth century, the role of expertise in matters of fact finding and proof within legal context has dramatically been enlarged. In many legal cases there is some form of expert knowledge or expert experience involved. Although the theoretical axiom of “free proof” (i.e. the – legally – unregulated production and evaluation of evidence) - usually perceived as the basic principle -  still seems to be an overarching and paramount point of departure for a vast amount of legal scholarly work on evidence, there are good reasons to cast doubt about the solidity of this axiom. 

In the recent past there have been several more or less successful attacks on the “principle” of free proof. Statistical and mathematical analyses – on the one side - advocate an approach in which fact finding and proof are seen as (applied) probabilistic reasoning, which is or should be regulated by rules of deductive and inductive “logic”. In line with this sometimes the question is put on the table how classical legal standards of proof (especially the standard “beyond reasonable doubt” can be expressed in terms of probabilities. Psychological scholarship – on the other side - underlines the lack of universal cognitive capacities amongst humans, as a consequence of which it is misleading to trust on human observation and reasoning as a foundation for the establishment of facts in legal proceedings.
Apart from these perspectives, a more historical and sociological view holds that in every era of civilisation and development Western legal thought on legal evidence reflects current ideas of that period on fact finding and knowledge of the outside world in general. Some of the papers to be presented at the Cracow workshop will address the issue of the analogues between legal evidence and other forms of (scientific) research and investigation. Anyway I am not the only academic in the field of evidence who emphasizes the change in paradigms: from irrational to rational and from purely rational to empirical/rational. The later is connected to the mentioned principle of free proof. Currently we observe, I strongly belief, the change from that to the paradigm of expert orientated fact finding and evidence in the law.    
To my opinion matters of investigation and evidence in legal contexts are interdisciplinary by nature. From this point of view it is evident that the development of theories on this subject matter is open to every discipline and certainly is not a monopoly or prerogative of jurisprudence. This becomes somewhat problematic in the field of expert evidence within the legal contexts, because there are many different (forensic) disciplines involved and there are many valid views on the subject matter. How to conceptualize the activities in all these fields in one framework?

Basically this complex question can be understood as the quest for a taxonomy of (forensic) expertise. In my paper I will offer some general dimensions as part of the framework to conceive the subject matter. One dimension is the regulation by law, but it must be clear from the very beginning that my enterprise is of a meta-legal nature, albeit that it has much relevancy to the further development of the law and of legal practice.      
In search of general dimensions I will start with an older list of features of forensic expertise, that was developed almost twenty years ago. From there I will try to make the element operational in relation to what I use to label as “the general part” of (forensic) expertise.
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