
 

 

THE HONOURABLE CHIEF JUSTICE GEOFFREY MA TAO-LI ;2Ϳ:  
ADVICE ON LEGAL WRITING 

TraŶsĐript 

What adǀiĐe do you haǀe for studeŶts ǁho are learŶiŶg legal ǁritiŶg iŶ EŶglish? 

 

If Ǉou are aďle to persuade a frieŶd or a felloǁ studeŶt to look at Ǉour ǁritiŶg, Ǉour pieĐe, aŶd to 

ĐritiĐize it, or eǀeŶ ďetter still, for a teaĐher to do that, theŶ all ǁell aŶd good. If Ǉou are oŶ Ǉour 

oǁŶ aŶd Ǉou are trǇiŶg to learŶ hoǁ to do it, the ďest adǀiĐe I ǁould giǀe ǁould ďe to read soŵe of 

the great judgŵeŶts ǁhiĐh ǁe see iŶ the laǁ reports. Soŵe judges are ďetter thaŶ others. I thiŶk, 

ǁell, I ǁill Ŷaŵe soŵe Ŷaŵes. If Ǉou are aďle to read judgŵeŶts froŵ Lord Reid or froŵ Lord 

HoffŵaŶ iŶ ŵore ŵoderŶ tiŵes, Ǉou ǁill see eǆaĐtlǇ ǁhat I’ŵ talkiŶg aďout: the oďjeĐtiǀe iŶ ŵiŶd, 

the legal reasoŶiŶg, the appliĐaďle laǁ, aŶd the appliĐatioŶ of laǁ to faĐts, iŶ a suĐĐiŶĐt ǁaǇ. BeiŶg 

loŶg-ǁiŶded is Ŷot a ǀirtue iŶ this, uŶless perhaps Ǉou’re a laǁǇer ĐouŶtiŶg the ǁords iŶ aŶ opiŶioŶ 

ǁheŶ Ǉou Đharge, ďut ďreǀitǇ is the keǇ. 

 

What adǀiĐe do you haǀe aďout the aĐtual draftiŶg proĐess? 

 

Well, I ŵeŶtioŶed a little ǁhile ago aďout the Ŷeed for ďreǀitǇ. BreǀitǇ is a disĐipliŶe to eŶsure 

ĐlaritǇ. BreǀitǇ doesŶ’t ŵeaŶ, of Đourse, Ǉou do soŵethiŶg iŶ oŶe paragraph or oŶe page. It ŵeaŶs 

that a lot of ǁhat oŶe ǁrites ĐaŶ ďe eliŵiŶated to ŵake the pieĐe Đlearer. It’s a ĐoŵŵoŶ adage or 

joke aŵoŶg judges that it takes ŵuĐh loŶger to ǁrite a short judgŵeŶt thaŶ it does to ǁrite a loŶg 

judgŵeŶt. AŶd the reasoŶ for this is that a short judgŵeŶt or a short opiŶioŶ takes loŶger ďeĐause 

Ǉour ŵiŶd is ŵore foĐussed. It’s rather like oral arguŵeŶt. If Ǉou saǇ that Ǉou oŶlǇ haǀe fiǀe ŵiŶutes 

to ŵake a poiŶt, Ǉou’ll do a ŵuĐh ďetter joď thaŶ if Ǉou’re alloǁed uŶliŵited tiŵe. 

 

Hoǁ ĐaŶ ŶoǀiĐe laǁyers oǀerĐoŵe the ĐhalleŶge of ďreǀity iŶ legal ǁritiŶg aŶd draftiŶg? 

 

TrǇ a pieĐe aŶd theŶ go ďaĐk to it after aŶ hour or the Ŷeǆt daǇ aŶd Đut it ďǇ half aŶd see ǁhether 

Ǉou ĐaŶ do that. If Ǉou ĐaŶ do that, theŶ Ǉou ǁill realize Ǉou haǀe ďeeŶ far too loŶg aŶd theŶ the 

Ŷeǆt eǆerĐise is to Đut that ďǇ half as ǁell. AŶd that eǆerĐise aŶd douďle eǆerĐise, iŶ a ǁaǇ, ǁill 

eŶsure that Ǉou aĐhieǀe ǁhat I hope Ǉou ǁill aĐhieǀe ďǇ ǁritiŶg a legal opiŶioŶ. 


