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This interdisciplinary course explores the role that law has played in shaping society 
in colonial and postcolonial Africa and the ways that social actors have in turn sought 
to shape the law. Among other topics it will examine: the efforts of individuals, 
groups and institutional actors to use law in order to implement their visions of social, 
economic, and political order; the ways that ideas such as ‘crime’, ‘human rights’ and 
‘justice’ have been defined and mobilised by social actors; and the concepts that 
scholars have used in their efforts to come to terms with these processes. The 
course is divided into two modules, which will be taught in seminar format. The first, 
taught by Dr Karekwaivanane, focuses on key themes in the social and political 
history of law in Africa while the second, taught by Dr Johnson, focuses on important 
themes in the anthropology of law in Africa. During the classes the students will 
engage with the different methodologies, forms of evidence and ways of structuring 
arguments that the disciplines of history and anthropology use in analysing and 
discussing the operation of law in society. Students will be exposed to case studies 
from across the continent as well as primary and secondary sources, and they will be 
invited to present to their peers on key themes. 
 
The Michaelmas term module will include sessions on: the role that law played in 
aiding the colonial project; the fortunes of African legal systems during the colonial 
period; African interactions with colonial legal systems and the diverse ways in which 
Africans asserted their agency; the construction and deployment of notions of crime 
and deviancy; the discourses and practices of punishment; and diverse efforts to 
implement transitional justice on the continent. The Lent term module will shift the 
focus to key themes in Africanist legal anthropology, including: debates surrounding 
the analytical utility of the concept of legal pluralism; critical examinations of human 
rights interventions; an exploration of the ways in which ideas about justice have 
been articulated and contested; ethnographic work on policing and vigilantism; law in 
the realm of sexuality and gender relations; and the anthropological study of Islamic 
law in Africa. 
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