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ANTH 680: Tutorial Reading 1, The Anthropology of Law 

 
 
Prof. Ronald Niezen 
 
Fall 2020 
Wed, 3:05 - 5:55 
Via Zoom  
 
Office Hours: By appointment 
Skype: ronald.niezen 
Email: ronald.niezen@mcgill.ca 
 
1. Course description: 
 
This course has three principal goals: The first is to introduce students to the key issues, 
concepts, and methods of the anthropology of law as a distinct field of research. This part of the 
course in the first several weeks introduces the intellectual history of legal anthropology, 
outlining the legacy of the most influential approaches to the comparative and ethnographic 
study of legal systems. Some of the pioneering anthropologists in British social anthropology in 
particular were centrally concerned with problems relating to law: the sources of social order, 
obedience, and dispute resolution in the absence of literacy and bureaucracy.  

Second, the anthropology of law will be approached as a sub-discipline with important 
things to say about contemporary cultural contests, activism, group representation, and identity 
formation. It has emerged in the past decade or so as a particularly ground-breaking field of 
research, in part because it has become central to understanding the changed dynamics of 
cultural expression and collective identity through new avenues of communication and 
transnational networking. In many parts of the world, legal systems are “pluralizing,” often 
integrating local conceptions of justice with formal procedures and institutions. At the same 
time, more people and organizations than ever before are using the institutions and mechanisms 
of law to achieve conditions of equal access to the benefits of rights, recognition, and prosperity, 
above all through new standards and processes of human rights. The challenges of identifying 
and interpreting the controversies that follow from claims of difference and distinct rights 
alongside claims of equality and uniform standards of justice are central to the emerging field of 
legal anthropology. 

Finally, the course is intended to develop the ethnographic skills needed to gather 
information on legal phenomena. The distinct challenges of legal anthropology include 
ethnographic observation in institutional settings and the significance of legal documents for 
ethnographic understanding, will be addressed in class and in the assignments. 
 
Requirements: 
 
Reading analysis:  x 6, 2 to 3 pages each, due the day of the reading assignment:  60% 
Ethnographic reports, due November 23, 5:00 pm.     40% 
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Niezen, Ronald. 2020. #HumanRights: The Technologies and Politics of Justice Claims in 
Practice. 
 
All other readings will be made available on MyCourses. Recommended and assigned readings 
may be changed during the course to accommodate new discoveries, although the general topics 
will remain the same. 
 
5. Schedule of Classes and Topics. 
 
Week 1, Sept 8: Introduction. 
 
Moore, Sally Falk. 2001. “Certainties Undone: 50 years of Legal Anthropology.” Journal of the  

Royal Anthropological Institute. 7: 95-116. 
 
Nader, Laura. Up the Anthropologist: Perspectives Gained from Studying Up. In Reinventing  

Anthropology, Dell H. Hymes (ed.). New York, Pantheon, 284-311. 
 
Recommended: 

 
Kandel, Randy 1992. ”How Lawyers and Anthropologists Think Differently” pp 1-5 in Double  

Vision: Anthropologists at Law, R.F. Kandel (ed). Napa Bulletin 11. 
 
Week 2, Sept 15: Law and Social Progress: Nineteenth Century Paradigms. 
 
Maine, Henry. Ancient Law, pp. 73-100. 
 
Morgan, Lewis Henry. Ancient Society. Part 1, ch. 1.  
 
Durkheim, Emile. The Division of Labour in Society. Ch. 2, 3. 
 
. 
Week 3, Sept 22: Early Ethnograpies of Judicial Process. 
 
Malinowski, Bronislaw. 2009. Crime and Custom in Savage Society. New York: Routledge. Pp.  

55-68. 
 

Richards, Audrey. 1982. Chisungu: A Girl’s Initiation Ceremony among the Bemba of Zambia.  
New York: Routledge. Pp. 134-169. 
 
 

Bohannan, Paul. 1989. Justice and Judgment Among the Tiv. Selection from Sally Falk Moore,  
Law and Anthropology: A Reader, pp. 87-94. 

 
Gluckman, Max. The Judicial Process Among the Barotse of Northern Rhodesia. Selection from  

Sally Falk Moore, Law and Anthropology: A Reader, pp. 84-86. 
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Recommended: 
 
Evans-








