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		Abstract

		‘Law’ is taught at faculties around the Western world – their curricula often emulated blindly by their
counterparts in the Global South – as though, by analogy with the laws of the natural sciences,
describing universal phenomena. Yet, this canon describes only a small fraction of the diversity
and complexity of the working of the law, more broadly, on a global scale. The result of this
chasm – as in the case of my own personal adventures with epistemologies of the South – is an
acute intellectual schizophrenia: on the one hand are legal realities plainly obvious to anyone on
the ground (everything, for instance, included in the catchall phrase ‘legal informality’) and, on
the other, a highly vaunted technical vocabulary lacking the capacity to analyse, or even render
visible, much of legal practice – certainly in the Global South, but even in the Global North
(especially in what is being referred to as the ‘South in the North’). I call this the ‘emperor’s new
clothes’ problem: the existence of a commonly perceived phenomenon that – due to either the
sheer lack of a lexicon, or inequities in power balance – cannot be, or is not, acknowledged in the
mainstream discourse or scholarship. The result is that both the ‘legal experience’ of significant
swathes of the globe and the systematic irrelevance of law, narrowly and formally defined, in
many regions of the world go unacknowledged. The problem is typically relegated to the realm of
the ‘empirical’. But, when the skew between the purportedly global ‘theory’ of law and what is
dismissed as ‘empirical’ aberration is so great that it does not provide even a rough approximation
of legal reality, does the problem not become one that is epistemic? 
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