
chicago manual of style for legal
chicago manual of style for legal documents represents a crucial, yet often nuanced, aspect of legal
writing. While legal practitioners are accustomed to the rigorous demands of citation and formatting
in their field, understanding how the Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) applies to legal contexts
bridges the gap between general academic writing standards and specialized legal scholarship. This
comprehensive article will delve into the intricate details of using the Chicago Manual of Style for
legal writing, exploring its core principles, key differences from legal citation systems, and practical
applications. We will examine specific areas like bibliographic entries, footnotes, and the handling of
legal citations within a CMOS framework, providing clarity for legal professionals and academics
alike. Furthermore, this guide will address the challenges and considerations when integrating
CMOS with existing legal writing conventions.
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Understanding the Chicago Manual of Style's Role in
Legal Writing

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) is a widely recognized and authoritative guide for American
English writing, editing, and citing. While its primary audience often includes academic publishers,
authors, and editors across various disciplines, its principles can be adapted and applied to legal
writing, particularly in scholarly articles, law review submissions, and books dealing with legal
theory or history. Recognizing that legal scholarship often intersects with broader academic
discourse necessitates an understanding of how CMOS can complement or, in some instances,
inform legal writing practices that traditionally rely on specialized legal citation styles.

For those engaged in legal research and writing beyond the typical courtroom brief or memo,
understanding the nuances of CMOS becomes invaluable. It offers a structured approach to
presenting information, ensuring clarity, consistency, and professionalism in published legal works.
This guide aims to demystify the application of CMOS in legal settings, highlighting its strengths and
providing practical advice for its effective implementation.

Core Principles of CMOS for Legal Contexts



At its heart, CMOS emphasizes clarity, consistency, and accuracy in written communication. These
principles are universally applicable, including within the legal field. When applied to legal writing,
CMOS encourages a deliberate and systematic approach to presenting information, ensuring that
the reader can easily follow the author's arguments and understand the evidence presented. This
involves meticulous attention to detail in grammar, punctuation, capitalization, and especially in the
presentation of sources.

The manual's dedication to providing comprehensive guidance on everything from manuscript
preparation to the intricacies of citation makes it a powerful tool. For legal scholars, adopting CMOS
principles can lead to more polished and professional-looking publications. It’s not about replacing
legal citation, but rather understanding how its general style guidelines can enhance the overall
presentation of a legal argument within a broader academic context.

CMOS vs. Legal Citation: Key Distinctions

The most significant distinction between CMOS and traditional legal citation styles, such as The
Bluebook or the ALWD Guide to Legal Citation, lies in their primary purpose and scope. Legal
citation systems are specifically designed for the precise and unambiguous identification of legal
authorities, such as statutes, cases, and regulations. They prioritize a standardized format that
allows legal professionals to locate the exact source of information with minimal effort, often within
the context of litigation or legal practice.

CMOS, on the other hand, is a general style guide that covers a broader range of writing and
editorial concerns. While it does provide extensive guidance on citation, its approach is more flexible
and aims to serve academic and general publishing needs. In legal writing, the challenge often lies
in knowing when to adhere strictly to a legal citation style and when CMOS principles for general
referencing can be effectively integrated or adopted, particularly in areas where legal scholarship
overlaps with other disciplines.

The Role of The Bluebook and ALWD in Legal Writing

The Bluebook: A Uniform System of Citation and the ALWD Guide to Legal Citation are the
cornerstones of legal citation in the United States. They dictate how lawyers, judges, and legal
scholars should reference legal sources. These systems are highly specific, detailing formats for
citing court decisions, legislative enactments, administrative rules, and secondary legal materials.
Adherence to these styles is often mandatory for submissions to law reviews and for official court
documents.

CMOS for Scholarly Legal Works

When a legal scholar writes an article for a journal that is not exclusively focused on law, or a book
on a legal topic intended for a wider academic audience, CMOS might be the preferred or required
style guide for general references. This means that while specific legal citations (e.g., court cases)



might still follow The Bluebook or ALWD, other sources or general bibliographic information might
fall under CMOS. The key is to understand the publication's specific requirements.

Applying CMOS to Legal Bibliographic Entries

When using CMOS for bibliographic entries in legal writing, particularly for non-legal sources or for
a general bibliography that accompanies a legal scholarly work, the manual's guidelines for book,
journal article, and website citations are paramount. The goal is to provide a clear and consistent
overview of all sources consulted, allowing readers to easily identify and access them. This often
means presenting a cohesive list that complements any in-text or footnote citations.

CMOS offers two main systems for citation: notes and bibliography, and author-date. For legal
scholarship that aims for a more traditional academic feel, the notes and bibliography system is
often preferred. This involves detailed footnotes or endnotes for specific citations and a bibliography
at the end of the work listing all sources in alphabetical order. The specific formatting of each entry
within the bibliography is dictated by the type of source (book, article, website, etc.).

Formatting Books and Articles

Under CMOS, a book entry in a bibliography typically includes the author's name (last name first),
title (italicized), publication city, publisher, and year of publication. For journal articles, the format
includes the author's name, article title (in quotation marks), journal title (italicized), volume
number, issue number, and publication year, followed by a page range. Adapting these formats for
legal books or articles requires careful attention to the specific details provided in CMOS chapters
14 and 15.

Citing Online and Digital Resources

CMOS provides detailed guidelines for citing online resources, which are increasingly relevant in
legal research. This includes websites, online journals, and digital archives. Key elements typically
include the author (if available), title of the specific page or document, the name of the website, and
a stable URL or DOI. CMOS also addresses the issue of access dates for online materials, a
consideration that is vital for ensuring the reproducibility of research.

Footnotes and Endnotes in CMOS for Legal Works

The notes and bibliography system of CMOS utilizes footnotes or endnotes for both citation and
substantive commentary. In legal writing, footnotes are traditionally used for citations, but CMOS
allows for their use in a more expansive way, which can be beneficial for legal scholars. This system
is particularly useful for legal scholarship where detailed explanations or tangential arguments
might be necessary without disrupting the main text’s flow.



When using CMOS for legal works, footnotes serve as the primary mechanism for acknowledging
sources and providing additional information. Each footnote entry should be clear, concise, and
correspond to an item in the bibliography or provide a direct citation to a source. The style of the
footnote itself will generally follow CMOS guidelines, even if the content refers to a legal case or
statute.

Structure of a Footnote Citation

A typical CMOS footnote includes the author’s name, title of the work, publication details, and
specific page numbers. For legal sources cited within a footnote, there's a crucial decision point:
should the legal citation follow CMOS general rules for citing publications, or should it adopt a legal
citation style like The Bluebook? CMOS itself acknowledges that specialized fields may have their
own conventions. Therefore, for direct citations of cases or statutes, it is often advisable to use the
established legal citation format, while using CMOS for the surrounding textual elements of the
footnote or for citing non-legal sources.

Substantive Footnotes in Legal Scholarship

Beyond mere citation, CMOS encourages the use of substantive footnotes for elaborating on points,
providing background information, or offering secondary commentary that does not fit within the
main body of the text. This can be particularly effective in legal scholarship to delve deeper into a
historical context, explain a complex theoretical concept, or provide an alternative perspective
without interrupting the primary legal argument. The clarity and conciseness of these substantive
footnotes are governed by CMOS principles.

Handling Legal Citations within a CMOS Framework

The most complex aspect of using CMOS for legal writing is determining how to integrate standard
legal citations. CMOS acknowledges that other style guides exist and may take precedence in
specific disciplines. For legal citations, such as court cases, statutes, regulations, and constitutions,
it is generally recommended to adhere to the established legal citation style (The Bluebook or
ALWD) to ensure accuracy and recognition within the legal community. This approach respects the
specialized nature of legal authority and the precision required for its identification.

However, CMOS provides guidance on how to present these specialized citations within its broader
framework. The manual suggests that when a specific citation style is required by a discipline or
publication, that style should be followed. The challenge then becomes presenting these integrated
citations seamlessly. For instance, a footnote might contain a citation to a legal case formatted
according to The Bluebook, followed by a citation to a scholarly article formatted according to
CMOS, all within the same footnote. Consistency in how these two systems are blended is key.



When to Use Legal Citation Styles

The general rule of thumb is to use The Bluebook or ALWD for any citation of primary legal sources
(cases, statutes, regulations, constitutions) and for secondary legal sources that are heavily
integrated into legal analysis (e.g., specific law review articles that are foundational to a legal
argument). This ensures that legal practitioners and scholars can easily identify and verify these
critical legal authorities, which are the bedrock of legal argumentation.

Integrating CMOS and Legal Citation Styles

When a publication requires or permits the use of CMOS alongside legal citation, the best practice is
to be explicit and consistent. For instance, if a law review article is published under a general
academic press that prefers CMOS for non-legal sources, a scholar might cite a Supreme Court case
using The Bluebook in a footnote and then cite a historical document or a political science book
related to the case using CMOS in the same footnote or a subsequent one. The key is to ensure that
the formatting of each type of source is correct according to its respective style guide, and that the
overall presentation is cohesive.

Specific CMOS Rules Relevant to Legal Scholarship

Beyond citation, CMOS offers numerous rules that are beneficial for legal scholars aiming for clarity
and professionalism in their writing. These include detailed guidelines on grammar, punctuation,
hyphenation, capitalization, and the use of numbers. Applying these general rules can significantly
enhance the readability and polish of legal manuscripts, making them more accessible to a wider
audience.

For example, CMOS provides clear directives on when to spell out numbers versus when to use
numerals, rules for using commas and semicolons, and guidelines for forming possessives and
plurals, even for potentially complex legal terms. Adhering to these fundamental writing principles
ensures that the focus remains on the legal argument, rather than being distracted by grammatical
inconsistencies or stylistic choices.

Grammar, Punctuation, and Style

CMOS chapters on grammar and usage are comprehensive. For legal writers, particular attention
should be paid to rules governing parallel structure, clarity in sentence construction, and the
appropriate use of modifiers. Effective punctuation, especially the judicious use of commas and
semicolons, can prevent ambiguity in legal prose, which is crucial given the precise nature of legal
language. CMOS also offers guidance on active versus passive voice, encouraging the former for
more direct and engaging writing.



Formatting Titles and Headings

CMOS provides specific rules for the capitalization and formatting of titles and headings. While legal
documents often have their own established conventions for section titles, CMOS can offer a
framework for the overall organization of longer scholarly works, such as books or comprehensive
articles. This includes guidelines for stylistic consistency in the hierarchy of headings and
subheadings, contributing to a well-structured and navigable document.

Common Pitfalls and Best Practices for CMOS in Legal
Writing

One of the most common pitfalls when applying CMOS to legal writing is the confusion regarding
the supersession of legal citation styles. Many legal writers mistakenly believe that CMOS
completely replaces The Bluebook or ALWD, leading to incorrect citations of legal authorities. It is
crucial to remember that for specific legal sources, the specialized legal citation format is almost
always preferred or mandated.

Another challenge is maintaining consistency. When blending CMOS and legal citation styles,
writers must be diligent to apply each style correctly and consistently throughout the document.
Establishing a clear set of rules for oneself at the outset, or consulting the specific publication's style
guide, is essential. Proofreading and editing with a keen eye for stylistic discrepancies are also vital
steps to ensure a polished final product.

Maintaining Consistency

Consistency is paramount when using any style guide, and it becomes even more critical when
integrating multiple style systems. Develop a strategy for how you will handle different types of
sources. For example, decide whether all footnotes will start with a CMOS-style author-title
sequence, with legal citations embedded within it using legal formats, or if footnotes citing legal
sources will be formatted entirely according to legal citation rules. Documenting these decisions in a
style sheet can be highly beneficial.

Proofreading and Editing

Thorough proofreading and editing are non-negotiable. This is especially true when dealing with
complex citation styles and the nuances of legal language. Engaging a professional editor familiar
with both CMOS and legal citation practices can be invaluable. Beyond grammar and spelling,
editors can ensure that all citations are accurate, consistently formatted according to the chosen
styles, and that the overall presentation adheres to the publication’s requirements.



When to Deviate: Professional Judgment and Specific
Requirements

While adhering to style guides is important for clarity and professionalism, professional judgment
and specific publication requirements often necessitate deviations. Many legal journals and
publishers have their own specific style sheets that may adopt parts of CMOS while modifying
others, or they may have unique requirements for legal citations. Always consult the target
publication's author guidelines or style manual before submitting any work.

Furthermore, in highly specialized areas of legal scholarship, established conventions within that
subfield might take precedence over general CMOS rules. The ultimate goal is always clear and
effective communication. If a deviation from a strict rule enhances clarity or better serves the
argument within the context of legal scholarship, it may be justifiable, provided it is done
thoughtfully and consistently.

Consulting Publication Guidelines

The most definitive authority on style for any given piece of legal writing intended for publication is
the publication itself. Law reviews, academic presses, and legal organizations often provide detailed
author guidelines that specify the required citation style, formatting preferences, and any exceptions
to standard style guides. Familiarizing yourself thoroughly with these guidelines is the first and most
important step in ensuring your manuscript meets the necessary standards.

The Role of Context in Style Choices

Context is a powerful determinant in style choices. For a purely academic legal treatise, a heavier
reliance on CMOS for general referencing might be appropriate. Conversely, for a brief filed in an
appellate court, strict adherence to The Bluebook is non-negotiable. Understanding the audience
and purpose of your writing will guide your decisions on when and how to apply CMOS principles in
relation to established legal writing conventions.

---

Q: How does the Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) differ from
The Bluebook for legal citations?
A: The primary difference lies in their scope and purpose. The Bluebook is a specialized legal
citation manual designed for precisely identifying legal authorities like cases and statutes. CMOS is
a broader style guide for general academic and editorial use, covering grammar, punctuation, and
citation for a wider range of sources. While CMOS provides general citation guidelines, it often
defers to specialized legal citation styles like The Bluebook for legal authorities.



Q: Can I use CMOS for citing legal cases in my scholarly legal
articles?
A: Generally, it is recommended to use The Bluebook or ALWD Guide to Legal Citation for citing
legal cases, statutes, and regulations in scholarly legal articles. CMOS itself acknowledges that
specialized fields may have their own citation conventions. However, you might use CMOS for other
elements within the same footnote or for citing non-legal sources that support your legal argument.
Always check the specific publication's guidelines.

Q: When is it appropriate to use the Chicago Manual of Style
in legal writing?
A: CMOS is most appropriate for legal writing that has a broader academic audience or falls outside
traditional legal practice, such as academic books on legal history or theory, articles for
interdisciplinary journals, or legal scholarship that integrates heavily with other fields. It’s also
useful for general editorial guidelines on grammar, punctuation, and manuscript preparation.

Q: How do I integrate CMOS footnotes with legal citations in
my writing?
A: When integrating CMOS footnotes with legal citations, the recommended approach is to use the
appropriate citation style for each type of source. For legal authorities, use The Bluebook or ALWD.
For other sources (books, articles, websites not specific to law), use CMOS. Ensure consistency in
formatting these different citation types within the same footnote or across your document, and
always consult the publisher's specific style requirements.

Q: Does CMOS provide guidance on formatting legal
documents themselves, beyond citations?
A: CMOS offers comprehensive guidance on grammar, punctuation, capitalization, and manuscript
preparation that applies to all types of writing, including legal documents. While it doesn't dictate
the specific internal structure of a legal brief or pleading (which are governed by court rules), its
principles can enhance the clarity, readability, and professionalism of the prose within those
documents.

Q: What is the "notes and bibliography" system in CMOS, and
how is it used in legal scholarship?
A: The "notes and bibliography" system in CMOS is one of its two primary citation formats. It uses
numbered footnotes or endnotes to cite sources and provide commentary, and a bibliography at the
end of the work that lists all sources. In legal scholarship, this system is often used for academic
articles and books, where footnotes can provide detailed citations to legal and non-legal sources, as
well as substantive explanations.



Q: Are there specific CMOS rules regarding legal terminology?
A: CMOS doesn't have a dedicated section solely for legal terminology. However, its general
principles of clarity, precision, and consistent usage apply. When dealing with legal terms, it's
crucial to use them accurately and consistently, and if there’s ambiguity, CMOS’s advice on defining
terms or ensuring clarity in prose would be relevant. For specific legal definitions and usage, legal
dictionaries and established legal practice are the primary guides.
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