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       SHIFTING LEGAL VISIONS 

 What explains the success of criminal prosecutions against former Latin 
American oi  cials 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 shit  in legal visions 
by activating informal mechanisms of ideational change and providing 
the skills necessary to deal with complex and unusual cases. h rough 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. González-Ocantos  is Associate Professor in the Dep-
artment of Politics and International Relations and Professorial Fellow 
of Nui  eld 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. González-Ocantos won the American Political Science Association’s 
Edward S. Corwin Award for the best doctoral dissertation in the i eld of 
public law. His work has appeared in the  American Journal of Political 

Science, Comparative Politics, Comparative Political Studies,  and  h e 

International Journal of Human Rights .   
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    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. 

 h e i elds 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. h e books 
consider all forms of legal discourse across societies, rather than being limited to lawyers’ 
discourses alone. 

 h e 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.   
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  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. . . . h us 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 
rel ection, or a tool in the service of dominant groups. 

    Pierre Bourdieu ( 1984 )    
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