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The history of the common law and the development of Anglo-American legal traditions represent a
fascinating journey through centuries of legal evolution. Rooted in medieval England, the common
law has profoundly influenced modern legal systems across the globe. Its development reflects the
dynamic interplay between royal authority, judicial decisions, societal changes, and legislative
reforms. This article explores the origins, evolution, and key milestones in the development of the
common law and how it shaped the Anglo-American legal landscape.

Origins of the Common Law

The Early Medieval Period

The roots of the common law can be traced back to the early medieval period in England, following
the Norman Conquest of 1066. Before this, various local customs governed different regions,
resulting in a fragmented legal landscape. The Normans sought to unify and standardize the law to
consolidate their rule.

Key points:

- The establishment of royal courts to administer justice uniformly.
- The gradual decline of local customary laws in favor of royal edicts.
- The influence of Norman French legal principles.

The Role of Royal Courts

Royal courts played a pivotal role in shaping the common law. Judges traveled across the kingdom,
applying and interpreting laws consistently, which helped solidify a shared legal system.

Important features:

- The development of the King?s Court as the highest judicial authority.
- The use of writs?a formal written order?to initiate legal actions.

Published by: mail.bigdatartist.com Page 1 of 17



history of the common law the development of anglo Workbook Vol. 2024, Issue 10

- The importance of stare decisis, or precedent, in guiding judicial decisions.

Development of the Common Law

Evolution Through Judicial Decisions

The common law evolved primarily through the decisions of royal judges. Over time, these decisions
became precedents, forming a body of law that was consistent and predictable.

Main aspects:

- The doctrine of precedent (stare decisis).
- The reporting of judicial decisions in law reports.
- The gradual refinement of legal principles through case law.

Key Milestones in Common Law Development

Several landmark events and statutes contributed to the growth of the common law:

- Magna Carta (1215): Recognized the principle that everyone, including the king, was subject to
the law.

- The development of writs: Allowed individuals to initiate legal proceedings systematically.
- The growth of equity: Addressed the limitations of common law, leading to separate courts of

equity (e.g., courts of chancery).
- The Statute of Westminster (1275): Formalized procedures and legal reforms.

The Influence of Legal Scholars and Jurists

Legal Commentators and the Development of Legal Principles

Legal scholars and jurists played a crucial role in interpreting and systematizing the common law.

Notable figures:

- Henry de Bracton: His treatise, "De Legibus et Consuetudinibus Angliae," laid foundational
principles of English law.

- Sir Edward Coke: A renowned jurist whose writings helped shape the common law and
emphasized the importance of judicial independence.
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The Rise of Legal Formalism

The 16th and 17th centuries saw the formalization of legal procedures and an increased emphasis
on written law, influencing the development of a systematic legal framework.

Transition to Statutory Law and Modern Development

Parliamentary Legislation

As England evolved, Parliament became a primary source of law, supplementing and sometimes
overriding common law principles.

Key points:

- The passage of statutes that clarified, modified, or repealed common law rules.
- The integration of statutory law into the common law system.

The Expansion of the Common Law in America

The English colonists brought the common law to North America, where it continued to evolve.

Major developments:

- The adaptation of common law principles to new social and economic conditions.
- The establishment of federal and state courts applying common law doctrines.
- The development of American legal doctrines influenced by common law precedents.

Core Principles of the Common Law System

Stare Decisis and Precedent

The doctrine that courts should follow previous rulings to ensure consistency and stability.

Advantages:

- Predictability in legal outcomes.
- Fairness through consistent application.
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Legal Custom and Judicial Interpretation

The common law relies heavily on customs and judicial interpretations to fill gaps where statutes are
silent.

Case Law as a Primary Source

Judicial decisions form the backbone of the common law, shaping legal principles over time.

Impact and Modern Relevance of the Common Law

Global Influence

The English common law served as a model for many other jurisdictions, including:

- The United States
- Canada
- Australia
- India
- Many African countries

Continuing Evolution

Modern developments include:

- The integration of statutory law.
- The influence of international law.
- Ongoing reforms to adapt to societal changes.

Conclusion

The history of the common law and the development of Anglo-American legal traditions reflect a
complex and dynamic process rooted in medieval England. From its origins in royal courts to its
influence on modern legal systems worldwide, the common law has continuously evolved, balancing
tradition with innovation. Its core principles?such as precedent, judicial independence, and the rule
of law?remain vital to contemporary legal practice. Understanding this rich history helps appreciate
the foundations of modern law and the ongoing efforts to adapt legal principles to meet the needs of
diverse societies.
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History of the Common Law: The Development of Anglo-American Legal Tradition

The evolution of common law represents one of the most significant and enduring legacies of the
Anglo-Saxon legal tradition. Rooted in medieval England, this legal system has shaped not only the
legal frameworks of the United Kingdom but also laid the foundational principles for many modern
legal systems around the world, especially in former British colonies such as the United States,
Canada, Australia, and India. Its development reflects a dynamic interaction between judicial
decisions, legislative actions, societal changes, and political transformations over centuries.

Origins of the Common Law in England

Early Medieval England and the Roots of Common Law

The origins of the common law trace back to the early medieval period, roughly around the 9th and
10th centuries. During this time, England was divided into numerous local kingdoms, each with its
own customary laws. The need for a unified legal system became apparent as the kingdom sought
cohesion, stability, and the assertion of royal authority.

The key development in this period was the establishment of the King's Curia?a royal court where
the king's justices would resolve disputes across the realm. These royal justices traveled from place
to place, applying a common set of rules, thus gradually superseding local laws with a more uniform
body of legal principles. Their rulings, recorded as legal decisions, contributed to the formation of a
body of precedents that would later be recognized as the common law.

The Role of Royal Justices and the Formation of Legal Precedents

Royal justices played a pivotal role in the development of the common law. Their decisions in
individual cases set precedents?binding principles that would influence future rulings. This practice,
known as stare decisis ("to stand by things decided"), became a cornerstone of the common law
system.
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The judiciary's authority grew as these decisions gained respect and became authoritative sources
of law. Over time, the accumulation of case law created a coherent and predictable legal framework
that was accessible to litigants and judges alike. This body of law was flexible enough to adapt to
societal changes yet rooted in consistent principles.

Key Milestones in Medieval Development

Several milestones mark the evolution of the early common law:

- The Assize of Clarendon (1166): Initiated reforms in criminal law, establishing procedures for
the investigation and trial of crimes.

- The Magna Carta (1215): While primarily a document of royal rights, it laid important
groundwork for the rule of law, limiting arbitrary royal authority.

- The Establishment of Royal Courts: The creation of the King's Bench and Common Pleas courts
formalized the system of royal justice.

- The Development of Legal Treatises: Scholars like Glanvill and Bracton compiled legal
principles and practices, codifying customary laws.

The Formalization and Consolidation of Common Law

The Magna Carta and the Rule of Law

The Magna Carta of 1215 is often heralded as a foundational document for legal principles that
underpin the common law. It established that the king was subject to the law, not above it, and
guaranteed certain rights to barons and free men. Although initially a political document, its
principles influenced the development of constitutional law and reinforced the idea that laws should
be applied consistently and fairly.

The Role of the Courts and Legal Professionals

During the 13th and 14th centuries, the common law became more structured through the
development of royal courts, which progressively replaced local and regional legal systems. The
courts began to develop procedures, doctrines, and principles that are still recognizable today.

Legal professionals, including judges and lawyers, became more specialized. The role of the
judiciary was to interpret the law through case decisions, and their rulings became authoritative
sources, gradually forming a comprehensive body of case law.

The Development of Legal Treatises and Commentaries
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Legal scholars and practitioners began to write treatises, commentaries, and digests that explained
and systematized the law. Notable among them was Sir Edward Coke, whose writings in the 17th
century emphasized the importance of judicial decisions and the supremacy of the common law over
statutes.

These writings helped standardize legal doctrines and provided authoritative references for
subsequent judges and lawyers, reinforcing the common law's consistency and coherence.

The Transition from Medieval to Modern Common Law

Statutes and Parliament?s Role

While case law formed the backbone of the common law system, the increasing power of Parliament
in the late medieval and early modern periods introduced statutory law?laws enacted by legislative
bodies. The relationship between statutes and case law became a defining feature of the common
law system.

Initially, statutes supplemented common law, but over time, they began to modify, clarify, or even
override judicial decisions. The principle of parliamentary sovereignty, established in the 17th
century, affirmed Parliament's authority to make or change laws, leading to a dynamic tension
between statutory and case law.

Legal Reforms and the Growth of Equity

In the 14th and 15th centuries, disputes arose between common law courts and courts of equity (like
the Court of Chancery), which sought to provide remedies that were not available under strict
common law rules. This led to the development of equity law, characterized by principles like
fairness and justice.

Eventually, the two systems were merged in many jurisdictions, but the influence of equity remains
evident today, especially in areas like trusts and injunctions.

The Development of Legal Doctrine and Notable Cases

The common law system matured through landmark cases that clarified legal principles:

- Donoghue v. Stevenson (1932): Established the modern concept of negligence, emphasizing
duty of care.

- R v. Dudley and Stephens (1884): Explored necessity as a defense in criminal law.
- Marbury v. Madison (1803) (U.S. case but influenced Anglo-American law): Affirmed judicial
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review, shaping constitutional law.

These cases exemplify how judicial decisions continue to shape the law, exemplifying the common
law's adaptability.

The Common Law in the Modern Era

Global Spread and Colonial Influence

The British Empire exported the common law to its colonies, where it was adapted to local contexts.
Countries like the United States, Canada, Australia, and India adopted and modified the system,
creating their own bodies of case law while maintaining core principles such as stare decisis.

The American legal system, in particular, diverged in significant ways, developing constitutional law
and a separate system of statutory law, but still rooted in common law traditions.

Challenges and Contemporary Developments

In the 20th and 21st centuries, the common law has faced challenges from:

- Legislative codification: Legislatures increasingly codify laws, reducing reliance on judicial
decisions.

- Globalization: International treaties and organizations influence domestic law.
- Legal pluralism: Recognition of indigenous and customary laws alongside common law.
- Digital Age: The impact of technology on legal procedures and case law dissemination.

Despite these changes, the common law remains a living tradition, emphasizing judicial reasoning,
precedent, and the gradual evolution of legal principles.

The Future of the Common Law

The future of the common law likely involves continued adaptation to societal needs, technological
advances, and international influences. Its principles of judicial independence and stare decisis
ensure stability, yet flexibility allows it to evolve organically.

Legal systems worldwide continue to look to the common law as a model of jurisprudence that
balances tradition with progress, embodying a dynamic interplay between law and society.

Conclusion
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The history of the common law is a testament to the resilience and adaptability of legal traditions.
From its humble beginnings as localized customary laws to a sophisticated system that balances
judicial decisions with legislative authority, the common law embodies principles of justice, fairness,
and legal continuity. Its development reflects centuries of societal change, political transformation,
and judicial innovation. As it continues to evolve, the common law remains a vital component of the
global legal landscape, illustrating the enduring legacy of Anglo-American legal thought and
practice.
 

 QuestionAnswer What are the origins of the common law in England? The common law
originated in medieval England during the 12th century, evolving from the royal courts' decisions and
customs that became standardized across the kingdom. How did the Norman Conquest influence
the development of the common law? The Norman Conquest of 1066 unified various regional laws
under a centralized royal authority, helping to establish a consistent legal system that laid the
foundation for the common law. What role did royal courts play in shaping the common law? Royal
courts, such as the Curia Regis, resolved disputes and issued judgments that gradually formed the
body of common law, emphasizing consistency and royal authority. How did the doctrine of
precedent develop within the common law system? The doctrine of precedent developed as courts
began to follow previous judicial decisions to ensure consistency and stability in legal rulings across
cases. In what ways did the Magna Carta influence the development of the common law? The
Magna Carta of 1215 limited royal authority and established principles of due process, influencing
the development of legal rights and the rule of law within the common law tradition. How did the
development of legal treatises impact the common law? Legal treatises, such as those by Sir
Edward Coke, helped systematize and interpret common law principles, making them more
accessible and consistent across different courts. What is the significance of the English Bill of
Rights in the context of common law? The English Bill of Rights (1689) reinforced parliamentary
sovereignty and individual rights, shaping the constitutional framework within which the common law
operates. How did the development of the common law influence legal systems in other countries?
The common law system was exported through British colonization, influencing legal systems in
countries like the United States, Canada, Australia, and India, where it remains a foundational legal
tradition. What are some key milestones in the evolution of the common law in Anglo-American
history? Key milestones include the establishment of royal courts, the development of stare decisis,
the Magna Carta, the publication of influential legal treatises, and the adoption of the doctrine of
judicial review. 

 
Related keywords: common law, legal history, medieval England, legal evolution, Anglo-Saxon law,
Norman conquest, legal doctrines, judicial development, legal traditions, constitutional law
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A Concise History of the Common Law

The common law is a fundamental legal system that has shaped the legal frameworks of many
countries, particularly those with roots in England. Its development reflects centuries of judicial
decisions, societal changes, and legislative reforms. Understanding the history of the common law
provides valuable insight into how modern legal systems function and evolve. This article offers a
comprehensive overview of the origins, evolution, and modern significance of the common law.

Origins of the Common Law

Early Medieval England

The roots of the common law trace back to the early medieval period in England, around the 9th and
10th centuries. During this time, England was a patchwork of local customs and laws, with each
region applying its own rules. This fragmentation often led to inconsistent judicial decisions, creating
challenges for fairness and stability.

The Role of Royal Authority

King William the Conqueror's Norman invasion in 1066 marked a pivotal point in unifying English
law. Following the conquest, William sought to centralize authority and establish a uniform legal
system to consolidate his rule. He appointed royal judges who traveled across the kingdom,
applying royal justice consistently.

Development of Royal Courts

Over time, royal courts became the primary institutions for administering justice. These courts began
to develop a body of precedents?that is, judicial decisions that serve as authoritative guides for
future cases?laying the groundwork for the common law.

The Evolution of the Common Law

Growth of Judicial Precedent

A core feature of the common law is the doctrine of stare decisis, meaning "to stand by things
decided." This principle emphasizes consistency and predictability in legal rulings.

- Judges looked to previous cases to decide new disputes.
- Over time, this created a coherent and gradually expanding body of law.
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Magna Carta and Legal Reforms

In 1215, the Magna Carta was signed, limiting royal authority and recognizing certain legal rights.
While initially a political document, it influenced the development of legal principles such as due
process and the rule of law.

Common Law and Equity

As disputes grew more complex, rigid adherence to common law sometimes led to unfair results. To
address this, courts of equity emerged in the late Middle Ages, providing remedies based on
fairness rather than strict legal rules. Eventually, the common law and equity systems were merged,
creating a more flexible and just legal framework.

Key Developments in the Medieval and Early Modern Periods

Expansion of Legal Principles

During the 13th and 14th centuries, English law expanded to cover new areas such as contracts,
torts, and property law. Notable developments include:

- Refinement of property rights.
- Development of the law of contracts, emphasizing promises and obligations.
- Recognition of torts, addressing civil wrongs and damages.

Legal Commentaries and Texts

Prominent legal scholars, like Sir Edward Coke and William Blackstone, authored influential
commentaries:

- Sir Edward Coke?s reports helped formalize common law principles.
- William Blackstone?s Commentaries on the Laws of England (1765-1769) became a

foundational text, shaping legal thought for generations.

Colonial Spread of Common Law

As Britain expanded its empire, the common law was exported to colonies such as the United
States, Canada, Australia, and India. These jurisdictions adapted and developed their own legal
systems based on English common law principles.
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The Common Law in Modern Times

Reform and Codification

In the 19th and 20th centuries, many countries undertook legal reforms to simplify and codify laws:

- Introduction of statutes to supplement or replace common law rules.
- Development of comprehensive legal codes, such as the Civil Code in France and the German

Bürgerliches Gesetzbuch (BGB).

Despite this, the common law remains vital, especially in areas like contracts, torts, and property
law.

Common Law Today

Modern common law systems are characterized by:

- Judicial discretion and case-by-case analysis.
- Use of precedent to ensure consistency.
- Integration with statutory law, which often overrides or complements common law principles.

Courts continue to interpret and evolve legal principles through decisions that respond to
contemporary societal needs.

Global Influence

The common law?s principles influence legal systems worldwide. Countries such as the United
States, Canada, Australia, and many former British colonies rely heavily on common law doctrines,
while integrating local statutes and customs.

Significance of the Common Law

Flexibility and Adaptability

One of the key strengths of the common law is its ability to adapt over time. Judicial decisions can
respond to new situations without waiting for legislative action, allowing the law to evolve
organically.

Foundation for Legal Reasoning
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The common law provides a framework for legal reasoning based on precedent, principles, and
case analysis, fostering consistency and fairness.

Influence on Modern Legal Systems

Its legacy persists in:

- Legal doctrines and principles still in use today.
- The development of legal institutions and procedures.
- Legal education and scholarly research.

Conclusion

The history of the common law is a testament to the dynamic interplay between judicial decisions,
societal changes, and legislative reforms. From its medieval origins to its modern application across
the globe, the common law continues to shape the administration of justice in numerous
jurisdictions. Its enduring principles of precedent, fairness, and adaptability ensure its relevance in
addressing contemporary legal challenges. Understanding this rich history not only enriches our
knowledge of law but also highlights the importance of judicial evolution in fostering justice and
stability in society.
 
A Concise History of the Common Law

The evolution of the common law is a story that traces back over a millennium, shaping the legal
systems of many countries, notably the United Kingdom and its former colonies. Rooted in medieval
England, the common law's development reflects a blend of judicial decisions, legislative acts, and
societal changes. This article explores the origins, significant milestones, and modern adaptations of
the common law, providing a comprehensive yet accessible overview of this foundational legal
tradition.

Origins of the Common Law: Medieval Foundations

The Anglo-Saxon Legal Landscape

Before the Norman Conquest of 1066, England's legal framework was fragmented, primarily
consisting of customary laws practiced by local communities. These customary laws varied widely
across regions and were often unwritten, relying on local traditions and informal judgments. The lack
of a unified legal system meant that justice was inconsistent, and disputes were often settled
through local customs or royal intervention.
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The Norman Conquest and Centralization

The Norman Conquest marked a turning point. William the Conqueror introduced a more centralized
authority, which laid the groundwork for the development of a unified legal system. He established
royal courts and appointed royal officials to administer justice uniformly, replacing disparate local
customs with royal authority.

Early Royal Courts and Common Law Formation

During the 12th century, royal courts such as the Curia Regis (King's Court) became the primary
venues for dispensing justice. These courts began to develop consistent legal principles, gradually
replacing local customs with standardized rules. This process led to the emergence of a body of law
that was common across the realm?the "common law."

The term "common law" initially referred to laws common to all of England, as opposed to local or
customary laws. It was characterized by its reliance on judicial decisions?precedents?that provided
consistency and predictability.

The Development and Principles of the Common Law

Case Law and Judicial Precedent

A cornerstone of the common law system is the doctrine of stare decisis, meaning "to stand by
things decided." Under this principle, courts follow previous judicial decisions when ruling on similar
cases. This reliance on precedent ensures consistency and helps law evolve gradually over time.

In practice, judges examined past decisions to resolve current disputes, creating a body of case law
that grew with each ruling. This method contrasted with civil law systems, which rely heavily on
codified statutes.

Legal Doctrines and Notable Cases

Throughout the medieval period, several legal doctrines emerged, shaping the common law:

- The Writ System: Formal written commands initiated lawsuits, providing procedural consistency.
- The Development of Tort Law: Cases involving personal injury and negligence laid the

foundations for modern tort law.
- Property and Contract Law: Judicial decisions clarified rights over land and commercial

agreements.
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Notable cases, such as Donoghue v. Stevenson (1932), established principles like negligence,
demonstrating how judicial reasoning influences broader legal doctrines.

The Role of Legal Scholars and Commentators

Legal scholars, such as Sir Edward Coke in the 17th century, contributed to the development and
interpretation of the common law. Their writings helped clarify legal principles and influenced future
judicial decisions.

The Expansion and Formalization of the Common Law

The Magna Carta and Limitations on Royal Power

The 1215 Magna Carta was a pivotal document that limited royal authority and recognized certain
legal rights, laying the groundwork for constitutional principles within the common law tradition. It
emphasized the importance of lawful due process, influencing subsequent legal developments.

The Establishment of Parliament and Statutory Law

While the common law was primarily judge-made law, the emergence of Parliament in the 13th
century introduced statutory law?laws enacted by legislative bodies. Over time, statutes
supplemented and sometimes superseded common law principles, leading to a dual legal system
that coexists today.

The Growth of Legal Institutions

Legal institutions such as the Court of Common Pleas, the King's Bench, and later, the Court of
Appeals, formalized judicial processes. These courts handled specific types of cases and
contributed to the system's consistency and authority.

The Common Law in Modern Times

Adaptation to Societal Changes

From the Industrial Revolution onwards, the common law faced new societal
challenges?industrialization, urbanization, and technological advancements. Courts adapted by
developing new doctrines and refining existing ones to address issues like corporate liability,
intellectual property, and digital privacy.

Influence of Equity and Statutes
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To mitigate rigidities in the common law, courts developed the doctrine of equity, allowing for more
flexible remedies such as injunctions and specific performance. Legislation also played a significant
role, with statutes like the Law of Property Act 1925 modernizing property law.

The Common Law Today: A Dynamic System

Today, the common law remains a living system, continuously evolving through judicial decisions,
legislative amendments, and societal values. Its principles underpin the legal frameworks of many
nations, especially those with historical ties to England, such as the United States, Canada,
Australia, and India.

Conclusion: The Legacy and Future of the Common Law

The history of the common law is a testament to the adaptive and resilient nature of this legal
tradition. From its humble beginnings rooted in local customs, it has grown into a sophisticated
system balancing precedent, legislation, and equitable principles. As society continues to change,
the common law will likely remain a vital component of legal development, demonstrating its ability
to evolve while maintaining continuity with its historical roots.

In understanding this history, we gain insight into how legal principles shape societal structures and
individual rights?a story that continues to unfold in courts and legislatures around the world.
 

 QuestionAnswer What is the common law and how did it originate? The common law is a body of
legal principles developed through judicial decisions and customs in England, originating in the
medieval period around the 12th century, and has since influenced many legal systems worldwide.
How did the common law evolve during the medieval period? During the medieval period, royal
courts began to resolve disputes uniformly, developing consistent legal principles and establishing
precedents that formed the foundation of the common law. What role did the Magna Carta play in
the development of common law? Signed in 1215, the Magna Carta limited royal authority and laid
down principles of justice, influencing the development of common law by emphasizing rights and
the rule of law. How did the common law spread beyond England? Through colonization and the
British Empire, the common law was exported to countries like the United States, Canada, Australia,
and India, shaping their legal systems. What is the significance of judicial precedent in the common
law system? Judicial precedent, or stare decisis, ensures consistency and stability by requiring
courts to follow previous decisions when ruling on similar cases, a cornerstone of common law. How
has the common law adapted to modern legal challenges? The common law has evolved through
judicial interpretation and legislative reforms to address contemporary issues such as digital privacy,
human rights, and environmental law. What are some key differences between common law and
civil law systems? Common law relies heavily on case law and judicial decisions, whereas civil law
systems are based on codified statutes and comprehensive legal codes. Why is understanding the
history of common law important today? Understanding its history helps contextualize current legal
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principles, appreciate the development of justice systems, and recognize the influence of centuries
of legal tradition on modern law. 
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