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Course Description 
 
Throughout the centuries, Africans engagement with the law was broad, rich and complex. 
While European conceptions of law were disseminated around the world during colonial 
expansion, we should not simply assume that they were the exclusive or even the most 
important normative framework operating in colonial societies and in colonial courts. African 
populations´ agency, their vernacular understandings of law, as well as non-European legal 
systems clearly played a pivotal role in the daily making of law in the continent. Court cases 
are privileged documents to re-construct the history of law in Africa. They allow researchers 
to better understand how the interaction of different historical agents shaped law and the 
resolution of conflicts in colonial societies. “Court Cases and the Writing of African History” 
introduces students to research in the field of African history using court cases. The seminar 
presents basic knowledge on how to work with this type of documents. In order to achieve this 
goal students will work with transcriptions of court cases and other legal documents. The 
course also focuses on how African court cases´ collections are linked with broader debates on 
digital humanities, historical memory, and documentary heritage. 
 
 
Class Schedule 
 
23.01 (14:00-17:00) – Law and Justice Administration in Africa 
 
Reading 
 
BISHARA, Fahad Ahmad. “Imagining Oceans of Law: Oman and East Africa, circa 1910.” 
Itinerario, v. 42, 2018, pp. 168-182. 
 
 
 



24.01 (14:00-17:00) – Judicial Officials 
 
Reading 
 
REGINALDO, Lucilene. “André do Couto Godinho.” Oxford Research Encyclopedia of 
African History, 2021. 

 
25.01 (14:00-17:00) – Litigants 
 
Reading 
 
MARQUEZ, John. “Witnesses to Freedom: Paula´s Enslavement, Her Family´s Freedom Suit, 
and the Making of a Counterarchive in the South Atlantic World.” Hispanic American 
Historical Review, v. 101, 2021, pp. 231-263. 
 
26.01 (14:00-17:00) – Judicial collections in African Archives 
 
Reading 
 
DICKERMAN, Carol et al. (1990). “Court Records in Africana Research.” History in Africa, 
17, pp 305-318 
 
27.01 (14:00-17:00) – Basic tools to the analysis of court cases 
 
Reading 
 
DIAS PAES, Mariana. “Legal Files and Empires: Form and Materiality of the Benguela 
District Court Documents.” Administory – Zeitschrift für Verwaltungsgeschichte, v. 4, 2019, 
pp. 53-70. 
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