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Legal research 





EXPENSIVE 



Source: store.westlaw.com 

Per minute: $9 - 24 
Per search query: $61-194 



Source: Emory University Law Library 

Half hour of browsing  
Supreme Court decisions 

= $720 



 
 

Source: store.westlaw.com 

All-you-can-eat plan:  
≈$1000 per month for a two-

person firm 
 



Public domain 



Law of the land 



Problem one:  
Making the data 

accessible 



Solved! 
 

(Mostly) 



     (Public.Resource.Org) 
 



 
(Michael Lissner,  

MIMS 2010) 



Problem two:  
Making the data more 

useful 



citator, n. 



1) A service that tracks how 
court decisions cite each 

other. 



2) Tells you whether a given 
case is “good law.” 



3) Helps find other cases relevant 
to your research problem 



Legal research and 
jurisprudence is all about 

precedent. 



“stare decisis” 



“What do you mean,  
the case my whole argument 
is based on was overturned 

last year?!?” 



Identifying legal citations and 
linking cases together...  

that’s easy, right? 



The information 
organization system 



The standard case law  
info organization system is 

insane. 



Ingle v. Landis Tool Co. (C.C.A.) 272 F. 464 

Ingle v. Landis Tool Co., 272 Fed. 464 (3d Cir. 1921) 

Ingle v. Landis Tool Co., (CCA 3d Cir. 1921) 272 Fed. 464  

Ingle v. Landis Tool Co., 272 F. 464 (3d Cir. 1921) 
Ingle v. Landis Tool Co., 272 Fed. 464 (3rd Circ., 1921) 

Ingle v. Landis Tool Co., 272 Fed. 464 (C. C. A. 3d, 1921) 

Ingle v. Landis Tool Co., 272 __________    LINE BREAK      
___________ F. 464 (3d Cir. 1921) 

 



Bender v. West, 158 F.3d 674 (2nd Cir. 1998) 



Bender v. West, 158 F.3d 674 (2nd Cir. 1998) 



Bender v. West, 158 F.3d 674 (2nd Cir. 1998) 



Bender v. West, 158 F.3d 674 (2nd Cir. 1998) 



Bender v. West, 158 F.3d 674 (2nd Cir. 1998) 



 
 

158th volume, 
of the 3rd Federal Reporter 

(group of what will be  
999 volumes of federal cases), 

page 674 

Bender v. West, 158 F.3d 674 (2nd Cir. 1998) 



Physical book 



Lots of physical books 





(Even though nobody* owns 
the dead tree court reporters 

anymore.) 

* Except law libraries and Luddites 



When a decision is first 
handed down, it has no 

unique identifier! 



Citation doesn’t exist until it 
has been printed by a private 

company (West) 



No free API for citation 
checking / parsing 



What about court docket 
numbers? 



Wildly different standards 



Regularly reused 



Hefty information 
organization problem 



Lots of previous attempts 



“We’re gonna kill Westlaw!” 



1) Become a non-public, for-pay 
research service. 



2) Apply computation to 
some special niche (e.g. 

patent filings). 



3) Run out of money  
and die. 



What would it take to build a 
free citator? 



“Berkeley National Reporter 
Service” vision 



1) Not-for-profit, backed by 
prominent university 



2) Open source from  
the start 



How we did it 



Built on existing 
CourtListener code and 

database 



Step one: look for court 
reporter 

... Service Co., 499 U.S. 340 (S. Ct.1991) ... 



Number to the left... 

... Service Co., 499 U.S. 340 (S. Ct.1991) ... 



Number to the right... 

... Service Co., 499 U.S. 340 (S. Ct.1991) ... 



Base citation! 

... Service Co., 499 U.S. 340 (S. Ct.1991) ... 



Do we have it in our 
database? 



(darn) 



Look for a parenthetical to 
the right... 

... Service Co., 499 U.S. 340 (1991) ... 



Look for a “v.” or an “in re” 
to the left... 

... v. Rural Telephone Service Co., 499 U.S. 340 
(1991) ... 



“v. United States” 



“v. Holder” 



Take the next word to the 
left of the v. 

Feist v. Rural Telephone Service Co., 499 U.S. 
340 (1991) ... 



Match against case names in 
database 



Best case scenario,  
plaintiff + defendant + court + 

year  
=  

one match in our db! 



Multiple matches? 
(darn) 



Reverse matching 
 



Search case text for each of the 
matched case names! 



Add citation relationship  
to database 



Turn citations into HTML 
links 



Ta da! 



Results 



http://courtlistener.com 
 

Source: 
https://bitbucket.org/mlissner/search-
and-awareness-platform-courtlistener/ 

http://courtlistener.com/


750,000 opinions 
4.2 million citation links 

10.9 million queries 



Matched over 80% of the 
citations we found (more for 

Supreme Court cases) 



What U.S. court case is the 
most cited? 



Strickland v. Washington, 
466 U.S. 668 (1984) 

 
9,592 citations! 



Roadmap  
for the future 



Identifying positive or negative 
citations 



“Depth of treatment” scores 
(how much does this case talk 

about another case?) 



User testing UI ideas 









Enable volunteer contributions,  
human review, crowd-sourced 

content 



Let the academics at it! 



“What decisions are the most 
influential?”  

 

“How do ideas flow between 
courts?” 



Thanks to Brian Carver, 
Michael Lissner, Itai Gurari, 

and the Berkeley Law 
librarians! 
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