
LL4451/LL5451/LL6451 An Uncensored History of International Law 
 
This course will focus on some of the neglected historical aspects of international law, but also on the 
techniques of doing a “history” of the discipline (how is one even to attempt a history (or histories) of 
Euro-centric international law?). It will concentrate on topics as diverse as territorial acquisition and 
religious authority (the 1494 Treaty of Tordesillas), on the freedom of the oceans and the slave trade, 
on colonies and race. The course will also be of particular interest to modalities of accountability for the 
international legal past, such as the 2000 Women’s International Tribunal on Sexual Violence and the 
recent advisory opinion of the International Court of Justice in the Chagos Archipelago. 
 
At the end of the course participants should be able to: 
 
1 Speak with confidence about historical material on the discipline (including some of the 
classic/canonical texts) and also to try and relate it to the current challenges of a world legal order; 
2 Articulate different methods of historical engagement (e.g. how to deconstruct and analysis a 
particular event such as the Boxer Rebellion) and how this may change over time; 
3 Appreciate key aspects of historical technique (such as intertemporal law, 
anachronism/presentism); 
4 Develop an awareness of how the history of international law is as much about political choices as 
is the current interpretation or application of particular rules; 
5 Provide an account of how discussion of non-European cultures (e.g. the Ottoman Empire; the 
Maori of New Zealand) recalibrate the possibilities of normativity at the international level; 
6 Class presentations will be encouraged on a collaborative basis so that students come to class with 
an already sound command of the topic and materials. Some role-play situations (e.g. Japan’s 
proposal of a racial equality clause for the Covenant of the League of Nations) will also be adopted. 
 

The topics are: 
 

Seminar 1. Time, History and International Law 

Seminar 2. Interdisciplinarity and Historical Int. Law 

Seminar 3. Censorship and Normativity 

Seminar 4. The Tordesillas Line: Religion and Authority and Reach of International Law 

Seminar 5. On Ambassadors: Holbein and Gentili 

Seminar 6. The Capitulations of the Ottoman Empire 

Seminar 7. Hugo Grotius and the Freedom of the Oceans 

Seminar 8. The Slave Trade and the Origins of Hum. Rts. 

Seminar 9. Ceremonies of Dispossession 

Seminar 10. International Law Heading East 

Seminar 11. War and Civilization 

Seminar 12. The League of Nations: Outline of Ambitions 

Seminar 13. Covenant and Japan’s Racial Equality Clause 

Seminar 14. The Shadows of Suez: Int. Law for Middle East 

Seminar 15. A Screening of The Battle of Algiers 

Seminar 16. Resistance of Dissent: Judge Radhabinod Pal and the Tokyo Tribunal 

Seminar 17. Hiroshima, Nagasaki and Atomic Jurisprudence 

Seminar 18. Turn to Fiction: 2000 Tokyo Women’s Tribunal 

Seminar 19. Haiti and the Search for Sovereignty 

Seminar 20. On the Phenomenon of Slow Violence 

Seminar 21. History through the Prism of Objects: International Law’s Objects (Oxford Univ. Press, 
2019) 
  


