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The Violence of Law

“Lawfare” describes the systematic use and abuse of legal procedure for political 
ends. The Violence of Law examines this insuf�ciently understood form of warfare in 
 post-genocide Rwanda – where it contributed to the making of dictatorship. In this 
 pioneering study, Jens Meierhenrich provides a redescription of Rwanda’s  daring experi-
ment in transitional justice known as inkiko gacaca. By dissecting the  temporally and 
structurally embedded mechanisms and processes by which change agents in  genocide’s 
aftermath maneuvered to create modi�ed legal arrangements of things past, Meierhen-
rich reveals an unexpected jurisprudence of violence. Combining nomothetic and ideo-
graphic reasoning, he shows that the deformation of the gacaca courts – and the rise of 
lawfare in post-genocide Rwanda – was not preordained but the outcome of a violently 
structured contingency. The Violence of Law tells a disturbing tale and will appeal to 
scholars and practitioners of foreign, comparative, and international law.

Jens Meierhenrich is the Stephen and Barbara Friedman Visiting Professor of Law at 
Columbia Law School and Professor of International Relations at the London School 
of Economics and Political Science. He previously taught for a decade at Harvard 
 University. His many books include The Legacies of Law: Long-Run Consequences 
of Legal Development in South Africa, 165232000 (Cambridge, 2008), which won the 
American Political Science Association’s 2009 Woodrow Wilson Foundation Award, 
and The  Remnants of the Rechtsstaat: An Ethnography of Nazi Law (Oxford, 2018). 
He is the  editor of, among other collections, The Oxford Handbook of Carl Schmitt 
(Oxford, 2016), and The Cambridge Companion to the Rule of Law (Cambridge, 2021).
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“Law is violence, not always (let alone necessarily) an alternative to it, Jens 
Meierhenrich brilliantly documents in this long-awaited masterpiece, in the pro-
cess entirely overturning congratulatory, melodramatic, and orientalist depictions 
of local ‘justice.’ A genuinely monumental work, in insight as well as in scope.”

Samuel Moyn, Chancellor Kent Professor of Law  
and History, Yale Law School

“Deeply informed theoretically, and truly interdisciplinary, The Violence of Law 
builds upon a granular account of Rwanda’s post-genocide experience, including 
a detailed ethnography of its widely noted gacaca courts, to develop an important 
argument of how legalism and ‘lawfare,’ consent and coercion, are simultaneously 
constructed and entangled in support of governmentality. The book deserves close 
attention from everyone interested in legal theory.”

Mark Tushnet, William Nelson Cromwell Professor of  
Law Emeritus, Harvard Law School

“The Violence of Law is a �rst-rate critique of transitional justice as injustice. It 
reveals a jurisprudence of violence unexpected by those who misunderstand rule-
of-law promotion as an inherently good practice.”

Laura Nader, Professor of Anthropology,  
University of California, Berkeley

“Meierhenrich pulls back the veil of ignorance to show the violence embed-
ded in the law. Meticulously and exhaustively researched and expertly analyzed, 
The Violence of Law is a magisterial accomplishment. Its �ndings go beyond the 
gacaca courts to question the entire transitional justice enterprise.”

Michael Barnett, University Professor of International Affairs and  
Political Science, George Washington University

“Weaving together on-the-ground observations, political theories, photographic 
evidence, and historical narratives, The Violence of Law exposes how brutal effects 
of power can be accompanied by a narrative of victimhood, mobilizing inter-
national sympathy.”

Martha Minow, 300th Anniversary University Professor,  
Harvard Law School
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This book almost broke me. Twenty years in the making, the account of transitional 
injustice it contains is disheartening. There is no evidence for hope in this book. 
Instead, there is violence all around.

Violence tracing takes a toll on you. It also takes time, which is why the path to 
publication was long as well as arduous. To my relief, I received help along the way. 
Those who helped the most, I am unable to name, unfortunately. The hundreds 
of Rwandans who aided my research over the years, whether as interpreters or as 
respondents or in a thousand other ways, must remain anonymous. Too great would 
be the risk to them if I acknowledged their existence. Their assistance was essential, 
however. By facilitating access, they enabled understanding. They made it possible 
for me to collect the “meta-data” on which my interpretation rests.1

The �rst draft of my interpretation dates from 2002. The book was beginning to 
take shape then, but it was incomplete. I felt it necessary to deepen and broaden my 
�eld research – and to wait until Rwanda’s gacaca courts were shuttered before I sat 
in judgment over them. Little did I know it would take me an additional decade 
after that to complete my analytic narrative – to bring the increasingly sprawling 
project to fruition. I �nished a second, enhanced draft of the book early in the 
new millennium, while on sabbatical at the American Bar Foundation. There 
John Hagan, Terry Halliday, and John Comaroff were wonderfully supportive of 
my research on lawfare. They helped me see that mine was a project on foreign, 
comparative, and international law. They knew before I did that my argument about 
law’s violence transcended the Rwandan case. When this dawned on me as well, I 
broke the  original project in half.2

In readying both halves for publication, I bene�ted from audiences the world over, 
especially at Amherst College, the University of California, Berkeley, Case Western 

Acknowledgments

 1 Lee Ann Fujii, “Shades of Truth and Lies: Interpreting Testimonies of War and Violence,” Journal of 
Peace Research, Vol. 47 (2010), pp. 231–241.

 2 See, Jens Meierhenrich, Lawfare: A Genealogy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
forthcoming).
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its infancy. They are the Harvard students I mentioned above. Harvard’s Faculty of 
Arts and Sciences funded my – and their – �rst immersion in post-genocide Rwanda. 
Its senior leadership supported this example of education abroad at a time when it 
was not yet fashionable (and still possible) to send students overseas  – to a post-
genocide society – for a bespoke learning experience. And a formative experience 
it was for everyone involved. To my delight, one of my former undergraduates even 
beat me to publication. Catie’s own book on post-genocide Rwanda hit the shelves 
in 2016; Shakirah’s is in the of�ng.4 My goal in accompanying this exceptional group 
of students to Central Africa was to teach them – inside Rwanda’s dictatorship – how 

 3 Filip Reyntjens, Political Governance in Post-genocide Rwanda (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2014). More recently, see Marie-Eve Desrosiers, Trajectories of Authoritarianism in Rwanda: 
Elusive Control before the Genocide (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2023).

 4 Catherine A. Honeyman, The Orderly Entrepreneur: Youth, Education, and Governance in 
Rwanda  (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2016); Shakirah E. Hudani, “Carceral Urbanism: 
Reconstructing the Architecture of Punitive Space in Post-genocide Rwanda,”  Punishment and 
Society,  Vol. 23 (2021), pp. 631–649. See also Andrew R. Iliff, “Root and Branch: Discourses of 
‘Tradition’ in Grassroots Transitional Justice,” International Journal of Transitional Justice, Vol. 6 
(2012), pp. 253–273.
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to conduct �eldwork in con�ict zones. In the event, they taught me as much as I 
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Judy. Through her I also met one of my intellectual heroes, Barrington Moore, 
Jr. Charles Tilly was another. My intellectual trajectory would look different had 
Chuck not encouraged me – before I had an academic career to speak of – to join 
his Workshop on Contentious Politics at Columbia University. For two years I was 
a regular. The institution taught me about social science as a vocation. Chuck gave 
me con�dence when I – a �rst-generation student – lacked it. Nowadays I think of 
Chuck whenever I need – or feel that I need – license to be different.

When I relocated from Harvard to LSE, Peter Katzenstein’s wise counsel – and 
personal touch  – eased the transition. A collaborative residency fellowship that 
I was lucky to hold  – en route from Cambridge to London  – at the Rockefeller 
Foundation’s Bellagio Center together with John Hagan and Joachim Savelsberg, 
ensured that this liminal period in my life was both poignant and productive. On 

 5 Like all foreigners in the country, we constantly were at risk of being instrumentalized by the powers 
that be. And yet, because of its Ivy League cachet, the Harvard logo also opened doors for us. On the 
marketing of dictatorship at, and with the aid of, Harvard University, see Sacha Yabili, “How Harvard 
Abdicates Its Moral Responsibility,” Harvard Crimson, February 26, 2016, at www.thecrimson.com.
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