string citations in legal writing

String citations in legal writing are an essential tool for attorneys and
legal scholars. They serve to support arguments, demonstrate the breadth of
legal authority, and provide a roadmap for judges and opposing counsel to
follow. String citations involve listing multiple legal sources—such as
cases, statutes, regulations, or secondary sources—within a single
parenthetical or footnote. This practice is crucial in legal writing, where
precision and authority are paramount. In this article, we will explore the
purpose, format, and best practices of string citations, along with common
challenges and considerations when incorporating them into legal documents.

Purpose of String Citations in Legal Writing

String citations serve several important functions in legal writing:

1. Establishing Authority

One of the primary purposes of string citations is to establish the authority
of the legal arguments being made. By referencing multiple sources, the
writer demonstrates that the argument is not based on a single case or
statute but is supported by a well-established body of law. This can enhance
the credibility of the argument and persuade the reader of its wvalidity.

2. Providing Context

String citations can provide context for a legal issue by showcasing how
various courts have addressed similar questions. This contextualization helps
the reader understand the legal landscape surrounding a particular issue and
the nuances that may exist in different jurisdictions.

3. Efficiently Conveying Legal Precedent

Legal writing often involves complex legal concepts that must be supported by
precedent. String citations allow writers to efficiently convey multiple
precedents or legal principles in a compact format. This saves space and
helps maintain the flow of the argument while still providing robust support.

Format of String Citations

The formatting of string citations can vary depending on the citation style
being used. In legal writing, the most common citation styles are the
Bluebook, ALWD Citation Manual, and local court rules. Regardless of the
style used, certain conventions should be followed.



1. Basic Structure

A typical string citation includes the following components:

— Case Name: The title of the case, usually italicized or underlined.

— Volume: The volume number of the reporter in which the case is published.
Reporter Abbreviation: The abbreviation of the reporter (e.g., F.3d for the
Federal Reporter, N.E.2d for the Northeast Reporter).

- Page Number: The page number on which the case begins.

— Court and Year: The court that decided the case and the year of the
decision, often in parentheses.

Example:
Smith v. Jones, 123 F.3d 456, 458 (9th Cir. 2000).

2. Use of Semicolons

When creating a string citation, multiple sources are typically separated by
semicolons. This helps to clearly delineate each source while maintaining a
compact format.

Example:
Doe v. Roe, 234 F.3d 789, 790 (7th Cir. 2001); Adams v. Baker, 345 F.3d 123,
126 (D.C. Cir. 2002).

3. Parentheticals

Writers may also include parentheticals after each citation to provide brief
explanations of the relevance or key points of the cases being cited. This
adds depth to the citation and helps the reader understand why each source is
included.

Example:

Smith v. Jones, 123 F.3d 456, 458 (9th Cir. 2000) (holding that intent is a
critical element of negligence); Johnson v. Green, 456 F.2d 789, 792 (8th
Cir. 2005) (clarifying the standard for gross negligence).

Best Practices for Using String Citations

To effectively incorporate string citations into legal writing, consider the
following best practices:

1. Select Relevant Authorities

When compiling a string citation, choose authorities that are relevant to
your argument. Avoid excessive citations that may overwhelm the reader or
dilute the strength of your argument. Aim for a balance between
comprehensiveness and conciseness.



2. Prioritize Jurisdiction

Always prioritize citations from the relevant Jjurisdiction. For example, if
you are writing for a case in a specific state, include cases from that state
or from higher courts whose decisions bind lower courts in that Jjurisdiction.

3. Maintain Consistency

Ensure that the format of your string citations remains consistent throughout
your document. This includes the use of abbreviations, punctuation, and the
order in which cases are presented. Consistency enhances clarity and
professionalism in legal writing.

4. Use Parentheticals Wisely

While parentheticals can provide valuable context, avoid overloading them
with information. Aim for brevity and clarity, focusing on the most critical
aspects of each case that support your argument.

5. Update Citations Regularly

Legal precedents can change over time. Regularly update your string citations
to include the most current and relevant case law. This ensures that your
arguments remain strong and authoritative.

Challenges in Using String Citations

Despite their usefulness, string citations can present challenges in legal
writing:

1. Information Overload

One of the primary challenges is the potential for information overload.
Including too many citations can overwhelm the reader and obscure the main
argument. Writers must strike a balance between providing necessary support
and maintaining clarity.

2. Misleading Citations

Writers must be careful to avoid including citations that may mislead the
reader. For instance, citing cases that have been overruled or cases that do
not support the argument can undermine credibility.



3. Formatting Issues

Different citation styles have unique formatting requirements. Writers must
be diligent in adhering to the specific requirements of the relevant citation
style to avoid errors that could detract from the professionalism of their
work.

Conclusion

In conclusion, string citations in legal writing are a crucial element that
enhances the credibility, clarity, and persuasiveness of legal arguments. By
properly formatting and strategically utilizing string citations, legal
writers can effectively convey the authority of their positions while
providing readers with the necessary context to understand complex legal
issues. While challenges exist in the use of string citations, adherence to
best practices can help mitigate these issues and result in clear,
authoritative legal writing. Embracing the art and science of string
citations is essential for any legal professional aiming to excel in the
craft of legal writing.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is a string citation in legal writing?

A string citation is a series of legal citations presented together to
support a single proposition or argument. It typically includes multiple
cases, statutes, or secondary sources that reinforce the same point.

When should I use string citations in my legal
documents?

String citations are useful when you want to demonstrate the breadth of legal
authority on a particular issue, especially when the law is unsettled or when
different jurisdictions have varying interpretations.

What are the benefits of using string citations?

String citations provide a comprehensive overview of relevant legal
authority, enhance the credibility of your argument, and show thorough
research. They also help to contextualize a legal issue within the broader
body of law.

Are there any guidelines for formatting string
citations?
Yes, string citations should be formatted according to the citation style you

are following, such as Bluebook or ALWD. Generally, they should be concise,
consistent, and ordered by relevance or chronological significance.



Can string citations be used in court briefs?

Absolutely. String citations are commonly used in court briefs to support
legal arguments. However, it is important to ensure that the cited
authorities are persuasive and relevant to the specific legal issue at hand.
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