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		Abstract

		This Article seeks to mitigate decades of confusion about the Erie doctrine’s purposes, justifications, and content.  The Article shows that “Erie” is a misleading label encompassing four distinct components.  Jumbling these components under a single heading obscures their individual nuances.  Analyzing each component separately helps to clarify questions and values that should animate judicial analysis.  The Article thus reconceptualizes the Erie doctrine, offers a more precise account of how Erie operates, and provides a framework for rethinking several foundational aspects of Erie jurisprudence.  

2013 marks Erie’s seventy-fifth anniversary.  The years have not been kind to Erie and its progeny.  Decades of jurisprudence have produced as much consternation as enlightenment.  Successive generations of students and lawyers have struggled to understand an ever-expanding constellation of opaque precedents.  Even mentioning the word “Erie” can invoke feelings of dread.  That reaction is unfortunate because the issues that Erie confronts are vitally important and endlessly fascinating.  Erie addresses the relationship between governments in a federal system, the division of powers within governments, and the essential elements of the rule of law.  So how did a doctrine this central to the constitutional order become a morass of often inscrutable decisions?  

Confusion arises in part because what courts and commentators label “the Erie doctrine” comprises four distinct sets of inquiries serving four distinct functions.  Erie governs: (1) the creation of federal law; (2) the interpretation of its scope; (3) the prioritization of federal law relative to state law; and (4) the adoption of non-federal law when federal law is inapplicable.  These four inquiries collectively help courts make three kinds of decisions when analyzing choice of law.  Courts must determine: (1) which government is an authoritative source of law for a particular dispute; (2) which institution within that government is authoritative; and (3) which rule that institution would endorse.  Bundling these distinct functions and choices into a single expansive “Erie” doctrine shrouds decisionmaking in a haze of generalities.  Fragmenting Erie into its components highlights how different concerns and criteria are relevant in different contexts, which in turn can help resolve a wide variety of theoretical and practical problems.  

The Article provides new insights into several recurring doctrinal puzzles.  For example, it considers how choice of law rules in federal court are a form of federal common law and whether Klaxon is an appropriate federal common law rule, which types of state institutions federal diversity courts should emulate and thus whether federal courts should attempt to predict the decisions of a state’s highest court, the extent to which federal courts can create common law that incorporates general law (including customary international law), what default rules should guide interpretation of federal laws that might conflict with state laws, and the distinction between statutory and common law under the Supremacy Clause and Hanna’s “twin aims” test. 


	

	

	
		
		


	

	
	

		
		

	
	


	

	
	
	
		
	
	
	

	
	
		
		
			
				
			
		
		Keywords: Erie, Tompkins, Hanna, Klaxon, Choice of Law, Federal Common Law, Civil Procedure, Highest Court, Federal Courts, Interpretation, Federalism, Constitutional Law, Reverse-Erie, Supreme Court

	
	

	
    

    
	

	
	
		JEL Classification: H11, K40, K41

	
	

	
	

























    	
	
	
	
   	
	
	
	
	
	            
	















	











    
    










    
    
    
    
















	






	
		Suggested Citation:
		Suggested Citation
	

	
		
			Erbsen,  Allan, Erie's Four Functions: Reframing Choice of Law in Federal Courts (December 12, 2013). Notre Dame Law Review, Vol. 89, No. 2, 2013, Minnesota Legal Studies Research Paper No. 13-57,  Available at SSRN: https://ssrn.com/abstract=2367622
		
	

	

	
	
	

	
		
	

	

	
	
		

	










    
    










    
    
    
    





















	


	























	
	

		

		

		
		
		

		
		
			
				
					
						Allan Erbsen (Contact Author)

					
			
		

		
		
		
		

		
		
			
				
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
						
						
						


						
					
					[image: University of Minnesota - Twin Cities - School of Law]
				
			

			
				
				
				
					
					
					
					
				
					
					
					
						
					
				
			

			
				
				
				


				University of Minnesota - Twin Cities - School of Law  ( email )

			

			
			
				
				
				
					229 19th Avenue South
Minneapolis, MN  55455
United States

				

				
			

			

		

		
	

	





	

	

	
	
		
	

	

	
	




				
				
				









	
	    












    
    






    
    







    









    
        
        
        
            
            

            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    [image: PDF icon]Download This Paper
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

            
            
                

                

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Open PDF in Browser
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    
            
        

    




















	














	
	    







 



	




	







	







































				

				

				
					
						

						
						

						

						
						

					
				

			


			
				
					
						
						
	










	
	    














	
	    














	
	    







	
		Do you have negative results from your research you’d like to share?

		
			

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Submit Negative Results
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    
		

	



					

				
				
					
					


	












	
	
	








	
		
			Paper statistics

		

	


	
		
		 
			
				Downloads

				      175

			

		
		
		
			Abstract Views

			    1,461

		

		
		 
		
			Rank

			  311,196

		

		
	


	

	
		
			
				       74 References
		

	



	
		PlumX Metrics

		
			
		

		
			
		

	





				


				
				
				
					

    
        
            Related eJournals

        	
                    University of Minnesota Law School Legal Studies Research Paper Series

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                University of Minnesota Law School Legal Studies Research Paper Series

                                
                                    Subscribe to this  journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                            5,121

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                              909

                                    

                                

                                
                                    
                                        This Journal is curated by:

                                        Thomas F. Cotter at University of Minnesota Law School

                                    

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    U.S. Constitutional Law: Interpretation & Judicial Review eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                U.S. Constitutional Law: Interpretation & Judicial Review eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                            1,984

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                            6,452

                                    

                                

                                
                                    
                                        This Journal is curated by:

                                        Matthew D. Adler at Duke University School of Law, Brian Bix at University of Minnesota Law School

                                    

                                
                            

                        

                    

                


            

            
                
                

                	
                    Litigation & Procedure eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Litigation & Procedure eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                            1,680

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                           12,399

                                    

                                

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    Law & Society: Public Law - Constitutional Law eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Law & Society: Public Law - Constitutional Law eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                              981

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                           25,038

                                    

                                

                                
                                    
                                        This Journal is curated by:

                                        Steve Sanders at Indiana University Maurer School of Law

                                    

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    Law & Society: Courts eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Law & Society: Courts eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                              914

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                            7,383

                                    

                                

                                
                                    
                                        This Journal is curated by:

                                        Ryan W. Scott at Indiana University Maurer School of Law

                                    

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    Law & Politics eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Law & Politics eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                              726

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                           10,558

                                    

                                

                                
                                    
                                        This Journal is curated by:

                                        Timothy R. Johnson at University of Minnesota

                                    

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    Legislation & Statutory Interpretation eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Legislation & Statutory Interpretation eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                              569

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                            8,200

                                    

                                

                                
                                    
                                        This Journal is curated by:

                                        Anita S. Krishnakumar at Georgetown University Law Center

                                    

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    Federal Courts & Jurisdiction eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Federal Courts & Jurisdiction eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                              558

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                            5,060

                                    

                                

                                
                                    
                                        This Journal is curated by:

                                        Anthony J. Bellia Jr. at Notre Dame Law School

                                    

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    Political Institutions: Federalism & Sub-National Politics eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Political Institutions: Federalism & Sub-National Politics eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                              368

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                            7,327

                                    

                                

                                
                                    
                                        This Journal is curated by:

                                        Thad Kousser at University of California, San Diego (UCSD) - Department of Political Science

                                    

                                
                            

                        

                    

                



                
            

            
        
        
        
                 
        
        

    


				


				
					
					

















				

			

		


		
				
					Feedback
					
				

			

			


	
		
		Feedback to SSRN

		
			
				
					Feedback
					 (required)
				
				
			

			
				
					Email
					 (required)
				
				
			

			
				Submit
				
			
		

		

		If you need immediate assistance, call 877-SSRNHelp (877 777 6435) in the United States, or +1 212 448 2500 outside of the United States, 8:30AM to 6:00PM U.S. Eastern, Monday - Friday.

	







	

	
	
		
		

	




	
	





  
  

	
	
		
	


	
	
		
			
			
		
	
		
	


	
	
	






		
		














	
		
			
				
                    

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Submit a Paper
                    
                        
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    
					Section 508 Text Only Pages
				

			
			
				SSRN Quick Links 

					SSRN Solutions
	Research Paper Series
	Conference Papers
	Partners in Publishing
	Jobs & Announcements
	Special Topic Hubs


			

			
				SSRN Rankings 

					Top Papers
	Top Authors
	Top Organizations


			

			
				About SSRN 

					Network Directors
	Announcements
	Contact us
	FAQs


			

			
		

			
	
	


		
			
				
			

			
				
					Copyright
					Terms and Conditions
					Privacy Policy
				

				
					All content on this site: Copyright © 2023 Elsevier Inc., its licensors, and contributors. All rights are reserved, including those for text and data mining, AI training, and similar technologies. For all open access content, the Creative Commons licensing terms apply.

					We use cookies to help provide and enhance our service and tailor content.

					To learn more, visit
					Cookie Settings.
					
						
							
							This page was processed by aws-apollo-l200 in   0.093 seconds 
						
					
					

				

			

			
				
			

		

	









	
		
		
		
		


    
        
        
        

        
        
                
                
                    
                
            
    

    

    


		






    























    




    








	


		[image:  ]

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
	

