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“Request for Oral
Argument Denied:”
The Death of Oral Argument in Alabama’s Appellate Courts

By J. Mark White

I

f your work as a lawyer includes any
type of appellate practice, ask yourself: When was the last time an
Alabama appellate court granted your
request for oral argument? A simple comparison of the total number of cases filed
in the appellate courts with the number
of cases in which the request for oral
argument was granted reveals a significant gap. Ask your colleagues when they
last argued before the appellate courts
and the answer will reveal the same. I
propose that the lack of oral argument in
Alabama’s appellate courts is denying
our clients the full benefit of our judicial
system, especially the appellate system.
During the last six years, an average of
2,100 cases were filed each term in the
Supreme Court of Alabama.1 However,
during this same period, the average number of oral arguments were only 25 each
year.2 During this entire six-year period,
the Alabama Court of Civil Appeals granted oral argument in only 12 cases, and
there were two consecutive years where no

oral argument was held.3 Over the last
seven years, the Alabama Court of
Criminal Appeals has averaged only 22
oral arguments annually.4 I strongly suspect that if death penalty cases were
excluded, the average yearly number of
cases in which the request for argument
was granted in both the Alabama Supreme
Court and the Court of Criminal Appeals
would hover in the single digits.
When compared with appellate court
activity in other jurisdictions, Alabama’s
numbers are drastically low. In 2006,
appellate courts in both Louisiana and
New Hampshire heard oral argument in
39 percent of the cases docketed for
appeal.5 The District of Columbia Court
of Appeals heard oral argument in 31 percent of its cases.6 Historically, approximately 98 percent of the cases before the
Supreme Court of Kansas and approximately 60 percent of the cases before the
Kansas Court of Appeals were allowed
oral argument.7 For the 2007 October
term, the Supreme Court of the United
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States set aside 28 days for oral argument
and as of December 31, 2007, has already
scheduled oral argument in 50 cases.8
Considering the total number of appellate cases that were argued in Alabama
over the last six years, an Alabama litigant
might be more likely to be struck by lightning than to have appellate oral argument
granted. The declining trend in oral argument suggests that the appellate courts of
Alabama are abandoning, or have in fact
already abandoned, the practice of oral
argument. As lawyers in Alabama, we
should be asking the appellate courts why
oral argument has declined so significantly and how is this affecting Alabama’s
judicial system. In a state where our
appellate judges9 are selected by popular
vote, Alabama citizens are entitled to the
answers to these questions.
Justice William J. Brennan observed:
[O]ral argument is the absolutely
indispensable ingredient of appellate
advocacy . . . . [O]ften my whole
notion of what a case is about crystallizes at oral argument. This happens
even though I read the briefs before
oral argument . . . . Often my idea of
how a case shapes up is changed by
oral argument . . . . Oral argument
with us is a Socratic dialogue
between Justices and counsel.10
Justice Antonin Scalia asserts that he
uses oral argument “[t]o give counsel his
or her best shot at meeting my major difficulty with that side of the case. ‘Here’s
what’s preventing me from going along
with you. If you can explain why that’s
wrong, you have me.’”11 Oral argument
allows judges to probe the depth of counsel’s arguments and positions, to test
counsel’s conviction and belief in his own
assertions, and to satisfy the judge’s own

intellectual curiosity.12 Oral argument
provides the opportunity for the appellate
judges to listen to the questions posed by
their colleagues and gain insight as to
how their brethren on the bench are
thinking.13 The mere preparation for oral
argument can stimulate the members of
the bench to fully explore the theoretical
and practical consequences of a case’s
outcome. Conscientious preparation can
instill a greater appreciation of the issues
involved and the interests at stake.
Scholars suggest that some appellate
court members use information tactically
mined during oral arguments to build
consensus for majority opinions.14
Oral argument is also an opportunity for
counsel to defend her theory of the case
and engage the bench in a conversation
about key legal and factual issues.
Perhaps most importantly for the practitioner, recent studies have shown that a
good oral argument can significantly
increase the chances of winning on
appeal.15 As Judge Joel Dubina of the
Eleventh Circuit Court of Appeals has
noted, “I have seen cases where good oral
argument compensated for a poor brief
and saved the day for that litigant. I have
also seen effective oral argument preserve
the winning of a deserving case.”16
As the third governmental branch of
American democracy, the judiciary has a
tremendous affect on the populace. But
its role, while highly publicized, is
arguably the least public. Oral arguments,
which in Alabama are open to the public,
are virtually the only time when a citizen
can come into contact with an appellate
judge while that judge is doing her job.
“The Court’s authority–possessed of neither the purse nor the sword–ultimately
rests on sustained public confidence in its
moral sanction.”17 The importance of
appellate oral argument cannot be overestimated in its role of conveying a semblance of visibility and accountability18 to
an institution that can otherwise be perceived as closed to the very people who
elect the members of its bodies.19 Oral
argument can and does provide and preserve the appearance of justice.20
Consistent denial of oral argument can,
at a very minimum, create the perception
that the courts are not interested in hearing

what the parties and their counsel have to
say. When the entire appellate decisionmaking process is conducted behind
closed doors on the basis of written submissions alone, the people, the bar and the
courts lose the humanizing “face” that oral
argument provides. Oral argument gives
both counsel and litigants the opportunity
to experience and participate to some
degree in the workings of the appellate
court. Oral argument provides great institutional value to the appellate courts as the
rule of law depends upon the peoples’
belief in the institution of law and their
acceptance of the judicial decisions.21 As
Justice Scalia noted, “[w]ise observers
have long understood that the appearance
of justice is as important as its reality.”22
Truly, “justice must satisfy the appearance
of justice.”22 The impact that oral argument has on the perception of the parties
as to the legitimacy of our legal system
is compelling.24
While there may always be debate over
the merits of appellate oral argument,25
time and again prominent jurists have
emphasized its value. In a recent lecture on
oral advocacy delivered at Cornell
University, retired Justice Sandra Day
O’Connor made the following observation:
Oral argument, now, is very different than it was in the early days of
the court . . . . But one thing hasn’t
changed since the days when Chief
Justice (John) Marshall favored
(William) Pinkley with high praise.
As Chief Justice Marshall recognized, a justice’s best work requires
the clear-headed guidance of a brilliant oral advocate . . . .26
Justice O’Connor’s words are not merely
lip-service to an old, outmoded tradition.
Arguments should be valued by judges for
the clarity and fresh perspectives they may
provide to a case. Justice O’Connor has
also noted that Chief Justice John Roberts
has called oral argument “[a] time, at least
for me, when ideas that have been percolating for some time begin to crystallize.”27
Oral argument provides a court with
the opportunity to engage in a structured
dialogue with those who should be the
most knowledgeable source of the facts
and legal issues regarding a particular

…a good oral argument can significantly
increase the chances of winning on appeal.
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case–appellate counsel. Through their
questions, judges can use this time to
explore the potential results and consequences a particular decision may have.
Issues discovered during oral argument
can be returned to counsel for further
briefing, thereby allowing a more complete development of the issues and the
impact a particular outcome will have,
not on only the appellate litigants, but on
society as a whole.28

The appellate court may test the
boundaries of a party’s position through
questions about hypothetical situations,
or it may attempt to force concessions.
This back-and-forth method of communication is unique to the process of appellate review in at least two respects. First
and foremost, oral argument is often the
only opportunity for the court to meet
face-to-face with counsel prior to rendering a decision. Second, it also provides

Do you represent a client who has received medical
benefits, lost wages, loss of support, counseling, or
funeral and burial assistance from the Alabama
Crime Victim’s Compensation Commission?

When your client applied for benefits, a subrogation agreement
was signed pursuant to §15-23-14, Code of Alabama (1975). If a
crime victim received compensation benefits, an attorney suing
on behalf of a crime victim must give notice to the Alabama
Crime Victims’ Compensation Commission, upon filing a lawsuit
on behalf of the recipient.
For further information, contact Kim Ziglar, staff attorney,
Alabama Crime Victims’ Compensation Commission at (334)
290-4420.
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one of the few times that the members of
a court will meet together as a group to
address a particular case. Supreme Court
Justice Byron R. White has characterized
oral argument as a time when “all of the
Justices are working on the case together,
having read the briefs and anticipating
that they will have to vote very soon, and
attempting to clarify their own thinking
and perhaps that of their colleagues.”29
Important as this dialogue is for an
appellate court, it also provides an advocate with his best and probably only
chance to address those issues over
which the judges seem to be most troubled. Oral argument gives counsel the
opportunities to attempt to assuage any
doubt and direct the bench toward the
dispositive issues and facts of the case.
In this way, the court’s questions become
not only a test but a tool for the advocate
to use in tailoring an argument that creates a greater likelihood of a favorable
ruling on appeal.30
Judge Myron H. Bright of the Eighth
Circuit Court of Appeals is a staunch
supporter of appellate oral argument and
has written several articles on the topic.
In his 1986 article, “The Power of the
Spoken Word: In Defense of Oral
Argument,” Judge Bright outlines his
views on the critical importance of
appellate oral advocacy for both judges
and lawyers.31 Judge Bright notes that, in
addition to providing a public face for
the appellate courts and a dialogue
between judges and lawyers, oral argument “[p]rovides the litigant with a better
opportunity to inform the judges of the
litigant’s position and the impact that a
particular decision will have on the individual parties . . . .”32 Additionally, Judge
Bright observes that oral argument is
much more effective at communicating
emotion than a written brief. Although
appellate decisions should not be made
on the basis of emotion, Judge Bright
advises that “judges ought not to isolate
themselves . . . from realities that may be
better communicated in face-to-face confrontations.”33
An attorney who is sure of her case
and confident in her abilities should relish the opportunity to argue before the
very judges who will ultimately decide
the issues.34 While oral argument can
never replace the written brief, it serves
the crucial role of providing one more
opportunity to influence the court’s opinion.35 From the practical perspective of

Oral argument opens the courtroom to
the litigants and the public and, by so
doing, sheds light on the appellate
decision-making process and thereby
encourages respect for the rule of law.
an advocate, appellate oral argument
simply works.36 Judge Bright also conducted a study on the efficacy of oral
arguments in his court. Using his notes
from oral arguments, as well as those of
colleagues Judge Richard S. Arnold and
Judge George G. Fagg of the Eighth
Circuit Court of Appeals, Judge Bright
concluded that oral argument changed his
tentative opinion in 31 percent of all
cases argued. The opinions of Judge
Arnold and Judge Fagg were likewise
influenced in 17 percent and 13 percent
respectively of all cases argued.37
Further bolstering Judge Bright’s conclusions are those of a recent study using
Justice Harry Blackmun’s grading of oral
arguments.38 Legal scholars studied
Justice Blackmun’s grading presented in
a random sample of 539 cases decided
between 1970 and 1994, and concluded
that the quality of oral argument correlated highly with a justice’s final vote on
the merits. This was true even after consideration of each justice’s ideological
inclination.39 These concrete results should
inspire any advocate to treat oral argument as a valuable weapon in his arsenal.
Basically, a good oral argument gives an
advocate a better chance of winning on
appeal. However, the advocate must first
be given the opportunity to make that
argument.
In light of these facts and considerations, the declining trend of oral argument
at the appellate level in Alabama is a
cause for concern for all–judges, attorneys
and the citizens of Alabama. The loss of
a very critical part of our system of justice can only diminish the public’s confidence in our court system. The blame for
this substantial loss must be placed
directly at the feet of those lawyers and
judges who do nothing to mitigate the
infrequency of oral argument. As Justice
John M. Harlan noted:
[T]he job of courts is not merely
one of an umpire in disputes
between litigants. Their job is to

search out the truth, both as to
the facts and the law, and that is
ultimately the job of the lawyers,
too. And in that joint effort, the
oral argument gives an opportunity
for interchange between court and
counsel which briefs do not give.
For my part, there is no substitute,
even within the time limits afforded by the busy calendars of modern
appellate courts, for the Socratic
method of procedure in getting at
the real heart of an issue and in
finding out where the truth lies.40
Without a change of course by the
Alabama appellate courts, everyone
stands to lose. The appellate courts lose a
valuable opportunity to gain information
and maintain their collegial function, and
possibly even their authority and credibility with the public. Members of the
bar lose the opportunity to interact with
the court and to provide a full and fair
presentation of the arguments of their
clients.41 The public at large loses a component of its voice in the courts, as well
as its only opportunity to see this branch
of democracy in action.
Does Alabama have an elected judicial
system that is open for public review and
subject to legal debate, or do we have an
elected judicial system that is closed out
of fear of public skepticism, a system
where legal debate would simply interfere with pre-determined conclusions?
These questions must be addressed and
answered by lawyers, judges and legal
scholars, as well as by voters seeking to
preserve what we know to be the best
system of justice in the world.
The bottom line is that we live in a
society that is becoming increasingly
skeptical and distrustful of its elected
leaders and of government, including the
courts, individually and as institutions.
Oral argument opens the courtroom to the
litigants and the public and, by so doing,
sheds light on the appellate decision-making process and thereby encourages

respect for the rule of law. By this means,
all of us–the litigants, their counsel, the
bar, the individual judges, and the court as
▲▼▲
an institution–win.
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decide disputes among real people, not just theorize with briefs and transcripts and law books and
computer research. Listening to the representatives
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minds of the judges on the dispute. It gives the
entire panel, not just the single judge writing the
opinion, a period of time to contemplate that case
alone; asking questions, mulling through logical
consequences, and doing their job. It promotes discussion amongst the judges, highlights their differing outlooks, enhances critical thinking and results
in better law. More than that, oral argument is the
only opportunity the public has to observe the decision-making process at work; every other aspect of
appellate opinion-making is secret.
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