
 

 

THE HONOURABLE CHIEF JUSTICE GEOFFREY MA TAO-LI ;3Ϳ:  
WHAT MAKES GOOD ORAL ADVOCACY? 

TƌaŶsĐƌipt 

What ŵakes a good oral legal arguŵeŶt iŶ EŶglish iŶ professioŶal settiŶgs?  

 

Well, it’s the saŵe aŶsǁeƌ ǁhetheƌ it’s iŶ EŶglish, oƌ iŶdeed aŶǇ otheƌ laŶguage: it is iŵpoƌtaŶt 

ǁheŶ Ǉou aƌe ŵakiŶg oƌal suďŵissioŶs, iŶ the saŵe ǁaǇ as if Ǉou aƌe ǁƌitiŶg, to haǀe a fiƌŵ 

stƌuĐtuƌe. This is ǁhat theǇ haǀe iŶ ĐoŵŵoŶ. The diffeƌeŶĐe lies iŶ that if Ǉou haǀe soŵethiŶg iŶ 

ǁƌitiŶg, the audieŶĐe oƌ the ƌeadeƌ is aďle to look at it aŶd look at it agaiŶ. IŶ aŶ oƌal aƌguŵeŶt, Ǉou 

doŶ’t haǀe that luǆuƌǇ. You haǀe oŶe ĐhaŶĐe aŶd that oŶe ĐhaŶĐe has to ďe gƌasped iŶ oƌdeƌ to 

ŵake Ǉouƌ poiŶt. MakiŶg Ǉouƌ poiŶt iŶ a legal aƌguŵeŶt ŵeaŶs peƌsuadiŶg the listeŶeƌ to Ǉouƌ poiŶt 

of ǀieǁ oƌ eǆplaiŶiŶg to the listeŶeƌ ǁhat it is that ǁould ĐoŶstitute Ǉouƌ oďjeĐtiǀe, ŶaŵelǇ to get 

Ǉouƌ adǀiĐe oǀeƌ aŶd aĐƌoss. Noǁ, giǀeŶ that seǀeƌe, liŵitiŶg faĐtoƌ of aŶ oƌal aƌguŵeŶt, Ǉou’ǀe got 

to ďe Ƌuite disĐipliŶed iŶ hoǁ Ǉou do it. ClaƌitǇ is iŵpoƌtaŶt, ďut apaƌt fƌoŵ that ĐhalleŶge, Ǉou’ǀe 

got to ŵake Ǉouƌself attƌaĐtiǀe to the listeŶeƌ. Noǁ, ďeiŶg uŶdulǇ Ŷeƌǀous, uŶdulǇ eǆpƌessiǀe, 

talkiŶg too fast, pƌeteŶdiŶg as though it’s a leĐtuƌe aŶd Ŷot a ĐoŶǀeƌsatioŶ, all distƌaĐt fƌoŵ the ŵaiŶ 

oďjeĐtiǀe ǁhiĐh is to get Ǉouƌ poiŶt aĐƌoss. So iŶ aŶ oƌal aƌguŵeŶt, please ďeaƌ iŶ ŵiŶd oŶe thiŶg 

that Ǉou oŶlǇ haǀe oŶe go to peƌsuade. Noǁ, of Đouƌse Ǉou ĐaŶ ƌepeat, ďut of Đouƌse ǁith a listeŶeƌ, 

the ŵoƌe Ǉou ƌepeat, the ŵoƌe Ǉou ǁill lose that listeŶeƌ. 

 

What is the role of eǆcelleŶt preseŶtatioŶ skills iŶ oral legal arguŵeŶt? 

 

The ǀeƌǇ ďest adǀoĐates, the ǀeƌǇ ďest people ǁho aƌe aďle to speak to aŶ audieŶĐe, do so at a paĐe 

ǁhiĐh is a little sloǁeƌ thaŶ Ŷoƌŵal speeĐh. This eŶaďles Ǉou to thiŶk foƌ a little loŶgeƌ, eŶaďles the 

audieŶĐe, ǀeƌǇ ofteŶ ǁho’s listeŶiŶg to this foƌ the fiƌst tiŵe, to uŶdeƌstaŶd Ǉou, giǀes Ǉou ŵoƌe 

ĐhaŶĐe to ƌelaǆ, giǀes Ǉou ŵoƌe of a ĐhaŶĐe to eŶgage ǁith the audieŶĐe. Noǁ, oŶĐe Ǉou haǀe the 

audieŶĐe iŶ a Đoŵfoƌtaďle positioŶ, theŶ of Đouƌse, the stƌuĐtuƌe, the ĐoŶteŶt, aŶd ǁhat Ǉou ǁaŶt 

to get aĐƌoss is theŶ ŵoƌe easilǇ got aĐƌoss. I’ǀe seeŶ oǀeƌ the Ǉeaƌs ŵaŶǇ Ƌuite ďƌilliaŶt laǁǇeƌs 

ǁho ǁeƌe kŶoǁŶ as pooƌ adǀoĐates aŶd the ƌeasoŶ foƌ that is that theǇ speak too fast ďeĐause theǇ 

haǀe so ŵuĐh iŶfoƌŵatioŶ to ĐoŶǀeǇ to the listeŶeƌ. The listeŶeƌ is theŶ lost, the listeŶeƌ loses 

iŶteƌest, aŶd as a ƌesult, iŶ Đouƌt, Ǉou lose the Đase, oƌ iŶ a Ŷoƌŵal situatioŶ, Ǉou’ǀe lost the listeŶeƌ, 

aŶd the listeŶeƌ doesŶ’t get the ďeŶefit of ǁhat it is that Ǉou haǀe to iŵpaƌt. I’ǀe seeŶ this oǀeƌ the 

Ǉeaƌs ǁheƌe gƌeat laǁǇeƌs lose Đases ďeĐause theǇ ĐaŶ’t ĐoŵŵuŶiĐate aŶd ƌelatiǀelǇ pooƌ laǁǇeƌs 
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oƌ laǁǇeƌs ǁho aƌe Ŷot Ƌuite so good aƌe aďle to suĐĐeed ďeĐause theǇ ĐaŶ get theiƌ poiŶt aĐƌoss 

ŵoƌe easilǇ. 

 

As a judge, what are Ǉou lookiŶg for iŶ the oral legal arguŵeŶts that Ǉou hear?  

 

As a judge, Ǉou’ƌe iŶ aŶ adǀaŶtage that Ǉou haǀe ďoth ǁƌitteŶ ŵateƌials aŶd oƌal aƌguŵeŶts, so oŶe 

ǀeƌǇ ƌaƌelǇ these daǇs listeŶs, as a judge, to aƌguŵeŶts afƌesh foƌ the fiƌst tiŵe. So ǁhat Ǉou’ƌe 

ĐoŶĐeƌŶed ǁith as a judge, as iŶdeed aŶǇ listeŶeƌ, ǁould ďe to ask ƋuestioŶs aŶd eǆpeĐt those 

ƋuestioŶs to ďe aŶsǁeƌed. The good adǀoĐate, the good oƌalist, is aďle to aŶsǁeƌ the ƋuestioŶs 

ǁhetheƌ oƌ Ŷot those ƋuestioŶs aƌe iŶ Ǉouƌ faǀouƌ. Theƌe is too ŵuĐh of a teŶdeŶĐǇ of a pooƌ 

adǀoĐate to seĐoŶd-guess the ŵeaŶiŶg of a ƋuestioŶ aŶd theŶ tƌǇ Ŷot to aŶsǁeƌ if the adǀoĐate 

thiŶks that it’s a ƋuestioŶ agaiŶst theŵ. It is good adǀoĐaĐǇ to ďe Đleaƌ. This is Ǉet aŶotheƌ eǆaŵple 

of ĐlaƌitǇ: a ƋuestioŶ is asked of Ǉou, Ǉou aŶsǁeƌ it. These aƌe siŵple ƌules, as it ǁeƌe, ďut ofteŶ 

foƌgotteŶ. 


