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String Citations in Legal Writing: Mastering the Art of Authority Support

string citations in legal writing play a pivotal role in crafting persuasive, credible, and well-
supported legal arguments. Whether you're a seasoned attorney, a law student, or a legal researcher,
understanding how to effectively use string citations can dramatically enhance your writing. Unlike
simple citations that reference a single case or authority, string citations allow writers to consolidate
multiple sources that support a single proposition or statement. This technique not only showcases
thorough research but also strengthens the weight of the argument being presented.

In this article, we’ll dive deep into the nuances of string citations in legal writing, explore best
practices, and uncover how to balance clarity with thoroughness. Along the way, we’ll touch on
related concepts such as citation formats, parallel citations, and the importance of proper authority
hierarchy to ensure your legal writing remains both professional and compelling.

What Are String Citations in Legal Writing?

At its core, a string citation is a series of citations strung together, usually separated by semicolons,
to support a single legal proposition. Instead of depending on one case or statute, a writer can cite
multiple authorities that collectively bolster the point being made. This approach is particularly useful
when the legal principle is well-established or when multiple jurisdictions or sources have addressed
the same issue.

For example, instead of citing just one case for the proposition that “negligence requires a duty of
care,” a string citation might include several cases from different courts or times, all affirming that
principle. This multiplicity of references not only signals thorough research but also anticipates
counterarguments by showing the proposition’s broad acceptance.

Why Use String Citations?

String citations are invaluable tools in legal writing because they:

- **Demonstrate comprehensive research**: They show that you've examined a spectrum of
authorities rather than cherry-picking a single case.

- **Enhance persuasive power**; Multiple sources provide a stronger foundation for your argument.
- ¥*Save space and avoid redundancy**: Instead of repeating the same proposition with different
citations, string citations consolidate references efficiently.

- **Provide flexibility**: Different authorities may add nuances or complementary points to support
your stance.

However, string citations should be used judiciously to avoid clutter and confusion.



How to Format String Citations Correctly

Proper formatting is crucial for maintaining clarity and professionalism in legal documents. Most
jurisdictions and courts rely on established citation manuals, such as The Bluebook in the United
States, to standardize how citations should appear.

Basic Structure of a String Citation

A typical string citation looks like this:

> Case A, 123 F.3d 456, 458 (9th Cir. 2010); Case B, 789 U.S. 101, 105 (2015); Statute C, 42 U.S.C. §
1983.

Key points to remember:

- ¥*Separate each citation with a semicolon**,

- *¥|nclude parallel citations** if necessary, especially when a case is reported in multiple reporters.
- **Maintain consistent citation style** according to the relevant legal citation guide.

- **Qrder citations logically**—often by jurisdiction, authority type, or relevance.

Organizing Authorities Within a String Citation

When stringing multiple sources together, consider how to order them effectively. Common
approaches include:

- **By authority type**: Cases first, then statutes, then secondary sources like law review articles.
- **By jurisdictional hierarchy**: Federal cases before state cases, or higher courts before lower
courts.

- **Chronologically**: From earliest to latest to show the development of legal principles over time.

Choosing the right order helps readers quickly understand the weight and relevance of each cited
authority.

Tips for Effective Use of String Citations in Legal Briefs
and Memoranda

While string citations are powerful, misuse can hinder readability or weaken your argument. Here are
some tips to keep your citations clear and effective:

Be Selective and Relevant



Avoid overloading your string citation with too many cases or sources. Instead, pick the most
authoritative and directly relevant ones. Including too many citations can overwhelm readers and
dilute your main point.

Use Parentheticals to Clarify

Often, adding a brief parenthetical explanation after a citation helps clarify why the authority is
relevant. For example:

> Smith v. Jones, 456 U.S. 789, 795 (1984) (holding that duty arises from foreseeability).

In string citations, use parentheticals sparingly and only when necessary to avoid clutter.

Balance String Citations with Narrative Explanation

Citations alone don’t make an argument. Your writing should weave the cited authorities into a
coherent narrative, explaining how they support your proposition. This approach makes your
argument accessible and persuasive.

Check for Consistency and Accuracy

Always double-check that citations are accurate, up to date, and formatted consistently. Incorrect or
outdated citations can undermine your credibility.

Common Pitfalls to Avoid with String Citations

Even experienced legal writers can fall into certain traps when using string citations. Awareness of
these pitfalls will help you avoid them.

Overstuffing the Citation

While it's tempting to demonstrate exhaustive research, including too many citations can clutter your
work and confuse readers. Stick to key authorities that genuinely add value.

Ignoring Jurisdictional Differences

Not all cases carry equal weight. Federal cases may not be binding in state courts and vice versa. Be
mindful of the jurisdictional authority of each citation in your string.



Failing to Update Citations

Legal authorities can be overturned, superseded, or modified. Always confirm that your cited cases
remain good law before including them.

String Citations and Citation Management Tools

With the rise of legal technology, numerous citation management tools can assist with string
citations. Software like Westlaw, LexisNexis, and citation generators can help format citations and
even suggest parallel citations automatically.

Using these tools can save time and reduce errors, especially when dealing with complex string
citations. However, human oversight remains essential to ensure relevance and accuracy.

Integrating Technology with Legal Writing Skills

While citation software is helpful, it cannot replace a lawyer’s judgment in selecting the best
authorities or crafting persuasive legal prose. Always review automated citations critically and tailor
your string citations to fit your argument’s unique needs.

The Role of String Citations in Legal Scholarship and
Academia

Beyond litigation documents, string citations are common in academic legal writing such as law
review articles, theses, and textbooks. In these contexts, they serve a dual purpose: supporting
scholarly arguments and guiding readers toward additional sources for deeper research.

Academic writing often demands more extensive string citations, reflecting a broader engagement
with legal literature. Yet, clarity remains paramount. Writers must balance comprehensive referencing
with readability to keep the audience engaged.

Crafting Effective String Citations in Academic Papers

- Prioritize seminal and highly-cited authorities.

- Use explanatory parentheticals to connect citations to your argument.

- Group related authorities thematically rather than merely listing them.

- Regularly update citations to reflect the latest developments in the field.



Final Thoughts on String Citations in Legal Writing

Mastering string citations in legal writing is essential for anyone looking to produce authoritative and
persuasive legal documents. When used thoughtfully, string citations demonstrate your grasp of the
law, reinforce your arguments, and guide readers through the complex web of legal authority.

The key lies in balance: selecting the right authorities, formatting them clearly, and integrating them
seamlessly into your narrative. As you refine these skills, your legal writing will not only gain in
credibility but also in impact—making your arguments more convincing and your documents more
professional.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are string citations in legal writing?

String citations are a series of legal authorities cited together in support of a single proposition or
statement in legal writing. They typically appear as a list of cases, statutes, or other sources
separated by commas.

Why are string citations important in legal writing?

String citations provide comprehensive support for legal arguments by referencing multiple
authorities. They demonstrate thorough research and lend credibility to the writer’s position.

How should string citations be formatted according to the
Bluebook?

According to the Bluebook, string citations should list authorities separated by semicolons, arranged
in a specific order such as cases, statutes, and other sources, and should be concise without
unnecessary repetition.

Can string citations include different types of legal sources?

Yes, string citations can include various types of legal sources such as cases, statutes, regulations,
law review articles, and treatises, all cited together to support a single point.

What are the common mistakes to avoid when using string
citations?

Common mistakes include overloading string citations with unnecessary authorities, improper
formatting, failing to verify the relevance of cited sources, and mixing unrelated citations that confuse
the reader.



How do string citations differ from single citations in legal
writing?

Single citations refer to one authority supporting a statement, while string citations compile multiple
authorities in one citation to provide broader support or show consensus among sources.

When should a legal writer use string citations?

Legal writers use string citations when a proposition is supported by multiple authorities or when
demonstrating that multiple courts or statutes align on a legal issue, thereby strengthening the
argument.

Are there any tools to help generate and format string
citations?

Yes, legal research platforms like Westlaw and LexisNexis often provide tools to generate citations,
and citation management software can help format string citations according to legal citation
standards.

Additional Resources
String Citations in Legal Writing: An In-Depth Examination

String citations in legal writing represent a specialized method for referencing multiple
authorities within a single footnote or parenthetical citation. This technique is indispensable for
attorneys, law clerks, and scholars who seek to bolster legal arguments by citing a series of
precedential cases, statutes, or secondary sources that collectively support a particular proposition.
However, the practice of string citing is often scrutinized for its complexity, potential for overuse, and
impact on readability. This article delves into the nuances of string citations in legal writing, exploring
their strategic utility, best practices, and the challenges they pose within the broader context of legal
scholarship and advocacy.

The Role of String Citations in Legal Argumentation

In legal writing, string citations serve as a tool to convey the breadth of authority backing a legal
assertion efficiently. Rather than citing a single case, a string citation lists multiple cases, statutes, or
other authorities sequentially, often separated by semicolons. This approach enables the writer to
demonstrate a consensus or a spectrum of relevant precedents without burdening the main text with
excessive detail.

String citations are particularly prevalent in appellate briefs, judicial opinions, law review articles, and
memoranda where demonstrating comprehensive legal research is paramount. For example, when
establishing a well-settled principle of law, a string citation can effectively show that numerous courts
have addressed the issue similarly, adding weight to the argument.



Strategic Advantages of String Citations

« Efficiency in Legal Writing: String citations condense multiple references into a compact
format, preserving the flow of prose while maintaining thorough support.

* Demonstration of Exhaustive Research: By including an array of authorities, writers signal
their diligence and the robustness of their legal analysis.

* Highlighting Jurisdictional Variance or Consensus: Including cases from different
jurisdictions or levels of court can illustrate either the uniformity or divergence in legal
interpretations.

Despite these benefits, string citations can sometimes overwhelm readers, especially if the list
becomes unwieldy or includes less relevant authorities.

Best Practices for Crafting Effective String Citations

Creating string citations that enhance rather than detract from legal writing requires attention to
clarity, relevance, and adherence to citation conventions such as those outlined in *The Bluebook: A
Uniform System of Citation* or the *ALWD Citation Manual*. Legal writers must balance thoroughness
with readability.

Relevance and Selectivity

Not every authority that touches on a legal point merits inclusion in a string citation. The most
persuasive string citations selectively include only those cases or statutes that directly support the
proposition. Over-inclusion can dilute the strength of the argument and confuse the reader.

Organization and Punctuation

The order of citations within a string often follows a logical or hierarchical pattern: from binding
authority to persuasive authority, or from primary sources such as statutes to secondary sources like
law review articles. Proper punctuation—typically semicolons separating each citation—ensures
clarity.

Use of Parentheticals and Short Explanations

Adding brief parentheticals to string citations can elucidate why a particular case is cited, such as
“(affirming summary judgment)” or “(discussing due process).” This technique guides the reader
through the string and underscores the relevance of each authority.



Challenges and Criticisms of String Citations in Legal
Writing
While string citations are a cornerstone of legal research and writing, they are not without their

detractors. Critics argue that excessive reliance on string citations can obscure the writer’'s voice and
overcomplicate the text.

Impact on Readability

Long strings of citations can interrupt the narrative flow, leading to “citation clutter” that frustrates
readers who must parse through dense footnotes or parentheticals. This can be particularly
problematic in documents intended for judges or clients who prefer concise, accessible arguments.

Potential for Overcitation

Some legal writers may feel compelled to include as many authorities as possible to appear thorough,
resulting in “citation padding.” This practice can backfire by undermining the writer’s credibility or
masking weaker points in the argument.

Balancing Authority with Narrative

Effective legal writing demands that citations serve the argument rather than dominate it. Writers
must strive to integrate string citations seamlessly, ensuring they complement the analysis rather
than overwhelm it.

Comparing String Citations Across Legal Systems and
Styles

The usage and formatting of string citations can vary between common law and civil law jurisdictions,
as well as among different citation manuals.

Common Law Jurisdictions

In the United States, string citations are pervasive and governed primarily by *The Bluebook*. The
Bluebook’s detailed rules on citation order, abbreviation, and punctuation shape how string citations
are constructed. Similarly, Canada and Australia employ their own citation guides but often mirror
these practices.



Civil Law Jurisdictions

In civil law countries, legal writing tends to emphasize statutory and doctrinal authority rather than
the extensive case law citations typical in common law systems. Consequently, string citations of
multiple cases are less common, and when used, they follow different conventions.

Law Review and Scholarly Writing

Academic legal writing often employs string citations to demonstrate comprehensive engagement
with the literature. However, many law reviews encourage writers to be judicious, prioritizing clarity
over exhaustive citation.

Technological Tools and String Citations

Modern legal research platforms like Westlaw, LexisNexis, and Bloomberg Law facilitate the retrieval
and management of multiple citations, enabling writers to assemble string citations more efficiently.
Additionally, citation management software such as Zotero or EndNote, adapted for legal citation
formats, helps authors organize references and maintain consistency.

However, technology cannot substitute for the critical judgment required to select and order citations

appropriately. The human element remains crucial in determining which authorities genuinely bolster
an argument.

Educational Implications: Teaching String Citations

Law schools emphasize the importance of proper citation, including string citations, as foundational
skills for budding attorneys. Legal writing courses often address:

1. How to assemble string citations that are relevant and persuasive;

2. How to avoid common pitfalls like overcitation;

3. How to balance citations with original analysis.

Mastery of string citations is viewed not merely as a technical skill but as integral to effective legal
communication.

String citations in legal writing exemplify the intersection of precision, strategy, and clarity in the
practice of law. When wielded thoughtfully, they provide powerful support for legal arguments,



demonstrating the depth and breadth of research. Yet, their effectiveness depends on careful curation
and presentation, lest they become obstacles to understanding. As legal professionals continue to
navigate an ever-expanding body of law, string citations will remain a vital, though nuanced,
component of legal discourse.
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