
LL4448V / LL5448V / LL6448V Legal History: Themes and Perspectives (AY2021/22 Semester 1) 

The common-law world only exists because of its shared history. History underlies the common 
lawyer’s identity and profession. This module introduces the study of legal history with an eye to its 
contemporary relevance. It focuses on the colonial roots of the laws and legal institutions of 
common-law countries such as (but not limited to) Singapore. By examining various colonial settings 
across three centuries, we shall see how British colonial and imperial law dealt with cultural plurality 
and territorial expansion, and how myriad stakeholders debated and applied ideas from the rule of 
law to judicial independence. We shall explore why, how, and for whom law was made, and how 
those dynamics changed upon decolonisation. 

This course will interest students who wish to explore the origins of the legal system within which 
they are likely to pursue a career. Students who opt for this course should not expect ‘doctrinal’ 
instruction but rather an interdisciplinary experience. They should expect to write discursive essays 
about law and history, and not answers to ‘hypothetical’ questions using a prescribed set of legal 
authorities. The course will introduce law students to the art of studying law historically, just as 
other law elective modules introduce the methods of economics, philosophy, and so on. 

Learning Outcomes: By the end of the course, participants should be able to: 

1. Demonstrate an understanding of the role of historical inquiry in the study of law. 
2. Explain the main themes in the modern history of common law legal systems. 
3. Analyse and critique laws and legal ideas by situating them in their historical context. 

Assessment: Class participation (mixed format – 20%), mid-term essay (20%), and final research 
paper (in which students will apply the methods, themes, and perspectives introduced in this course 
to an area or institution of law of their choice – 60%). 

Syllabus: The following is indicative only. It is subject to change before teaching commences. For 
more information, please contact ivanlee@nus.edu.sg. 

Week 1: Introduction 

Week 2: History for Lawyers 

Week 3: English Origins 

Week 4: Imperial Expansion 

Week 5: Courts and Legal Plurality 

Week 6: Representative Government 

Week 7: Judicial Independence 

Week 8: The Rule of Law 

Week 9: Case Study – The Indian Penal Code 

Week 10: Case Study – Colonial and Imperial Fugitivity 

Week 11: The Legal Legacy of Empire – A Conversation with Professor Kevin Tan 

Week 12: Student Presentations on Final Research Paper (details to be announced) 
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