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What explains the success of criminal prosecutions against former Latin
American officials accused of human rights violations? Why did some judi-
ciaries evolve from unresponsive bureaucracies into protectors of victim
rights? Using a theory of judicial action inspired by sociological institu-
tionalism, this book argues that this was the result of deep transformations
in the legal preferences of judges and prosecutors. Judicial actors discarded
long-standing positivist legal criteria, historically protective of conserva-
tive interests, and embraced doctrines grounded in international human
rights law, which made possible innovative readings of constitutions and
criminal codes. Litigants were responsible for this shift in legal visions
by activating informal mechanisms of ideational change and providing
the skills necessary to deal with complex and unusual cases. Through an
in-depth exploration of the interactions among judges, prosecutors, and
human rights lawyers in three countries, the book asks how changing
ideas about the law and standards of adjudication condition the exercise
of judicial power.

EZEQUIEL A. GONZALEZ-OCANTOS is Associate Professor in the Dep-
artment of Politics and International Relations and Professorial Fellow
of Nuffield College, at the University of Oxford. He received his B.A. in
Social and Political Sciences from the University of Cambridge in 2005,
and his Ph.D. in Political Science from the University of Notre Dame in
2012. Gonzélez-Ocantos won the American Political Science Association’s
Edward S. Corwin Award for the best doctoral dissertation in the field of
public law. His work has appeared in the American Journal of Political
Science, Comparative Politics, Comparative Political Studies, and The
International Journal of Human Rights.

© in this web service Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



www.cambridge.org/9781107145238
www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-14523-8 — Shifting Legal Visions
Ezequiel A. Gonzélez-Ocantos

Frontmatter

More Information

CAMBRIDGE STUDIES IN LAW AND SOCIETY

Cambridge Studies in Law and Society aims to publish the best scholarly work on legal
discourse and practice in its social and institutional contexts, combining theoretical
insights and empirical research.

The fields that it covers are: studies of law in action; the sociology of law; the anthro-
pology of law; cultural studies of law, including the role of legal discourses in social
formations; law and economics; law and politics; and studies of governance. The books
consider all forms of legal discourse across societies, rather than being limited to lawyers’
discourses alone.

The series editors come from a range of disciplines: academic law; socio-legal studies;
sociology; and anthropology. All have been actively involved in teaching and writing
about law in context.

Series editors
Chris Arup Monash University, Victoria
Sally Engle Merry New York University
Susan Silbey Massachusetts Institute of Technology

A list of books in the series can be found at the back of this book.

© in this web service Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



www.cambridge.org/9781107145238
www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-14523-8 — Shifting Legal Visions
Ezequiel A. Gonzalez-Ocantos

Frontmatter

More Information

SHIFTING LEGAL VISIONS

Judicial Change and Human Rights Trials
in Latin America

EZEQUIEL A. GONZALEZ-OCANTOS
University of Oxford

5 CAMBRIDGE

» UNIVERSITY PRESS

© in this web service Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



www.cambridge.org/9781107145238
www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-14523-8 — Shifting Legal Visions
Ezequiel A. Gonzélez-Ocantos

Frontmatter

More Information

CAMBRIDGE

UNIVERSITY PRESS
32 Avenue of the Americas, New York NY 10013

Cambridge University Press is part of the University of Cambridge.

It furthers the University’s mission by disseminating knowledge in the pursuit of
education, learning, and research at the highest international levels of excellence.

www.cambridge.org
Information on this title: www.cambridge.org/9781107145238

© Ezequiel A. Gonzélez-Ocantos 2016

This publication is in copyright. Subject to statutory exception
and to the provisions of relevant collective licensing agreements,
no reproduction of any part may take place without the written
permission of Cambridge University Press.

First published 2016
A catalog record for this publication is available from the British Library.

Library of Congress Cataloging in Publication Data
Names: Gonzéilez-Ocantos, Ezequiel A., author.

Title: Shifting legal visions : judicial change and human rights trials in
Latin America / Ezequiel A. Gonzalez-Ocantos.
Description: New York : Cambridge University Press, 2016. |
Includes bibliographical references and index.

Identifiers: LCCN 2016010902 | ISBN 9781107145238 (hardback)
Subjects: Comparative Politics | LCSH: Human rights — Latin America. |
Criminal justice, Administration of - Latin America. | Due process of law -
Latin America. | Court congestion and delay — Latin America. | Trials - Latin America.
Classification: LCC KG574.G67 2016 | DDC 345.8/02322-dc23
LC record available at http://lccn.loc.gov/2016010902

ISBN 978-1-107-14523-8 Hardback

Cambridge University Press has no responsibility for the persistence or accuracy of URLs
for external or third-party Internet Web sites referred to in this publication and does not
guarantee that any content on such Web sites is, or will remain, accurate or appropriate.

© in this web service Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



www.cambridge.org/9781107145238
www.cambridge.org

CAMBRIDGE

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-14523-8 — Shifting Legal Visions
Ezequiel A. Gonzélez-Ocantos

Frontmatter

More Information

Para mamad y la abuela Esther, en eterno agradecimiento.

© in this web service Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



www.cambridge.org/9781107145238
www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-14523-8 — Shifting Legal Visions
Ezequiel A. Gonzélez-Ocantos

Frontmatter

More Information

Law is conservative in the same way in which language is
conservative.... It seeks to assimilate everything that happens to that
which has already happened. ... Thus the lawyer’s virtually instinctive
intellectual response when he is confronted with a situation is to look
for the respects in which that situation is like something that is familiar
and that has a place within the realm of the understood.

Richard Wasserstorm (1968)

A rigorous science of the law is distinguished from what is normally
called jurisprudence in that the former takes the latter as its object
of study. In doing so, it immediately frees itself from the dominant
jurisprudential debate concerning law, between formalism, which
asserts the absolute autonomy of the juridical form in relation to
the social world, and instrumentalism, which conceives of law as a
reflection, or a tool in the service of dominant groups.

Pierre Bourdieu (1984)
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