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Understanding Chicago Style Citation for Legal
Documents

Chicago style citation examples for legal documents are essential for anyone working within
the legal field who needs to ensure accuracy and academic rigor in their writing. Proper citation is
not merely a matter of following rules; it’s a cornerstone of legal scholarship, demonstrating
credibility and allowing readers to trace the origins of legal arguments and authorities. This guide
provides a comprehensive overview, delving into the nuances of citing various legal sources,
including statutes, cases, and secondary materials, all within the framework of the Chicago Manual
of Style. We will explore the specific formats required for both footnotes/endnotes and the
bibliography, offering clear examples to illuminate the process. Mastering these citation practices
will enhance the clarity and authority of your legal briefs, academic papers, and professional
reports.
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Core Components of Chicago Style Legal Citations

Chicago style, particularly as adapted for legal scholarship, emphasizes precision and clarity in
referencing legal sources. The system is primarily built around footnotes or endnotes for in-text
citations, supported by a comprehensive bibliography at the end of the document. Understanding
the fundamental elements required for each citation is the first step toward mastering this style.
These elements typically include the author (if applicable), title of the work, publication information,
and specific locational details such as case names, statutory sections, or page numbers.



The Chicago Manual of Style offers two primary citation systems: the Notes and Bibliography system
and the Author-Date system. For legal documents, the Notes and Bibliography system is almost
universally preferred. This system uses numbered notes (either footnotes at the bottom of the page
or endnotes at the end of the document) to identify sources. The bibliography then provides a
consolidated list of all sources cited in the notes.

Author and Title Information
The author or originating entity of the legal document is crucial. For cases, this would be the court
that rendered the decision. For statutes, it would be the legislative body. For secondary sources like
law review articles or books, the author's name(s) is a primary identifier. The title of the work,
whether a case, statute, article, or book, must be presented accurately. Italics are generally used for
the titles of books and law review articles, while case names are typically italicized as well, although
specific conventions can vary slightly.

Publication Details and Locational Information
Publication details are vital for directing readers to the exact source. This includes the year of
publication, the publisher (for books), and the volume and page numbers. For legal documents,
precise locational information is paramount. This means citing the specific reporter where a case
can be found, the section number of a statute, or the specific page or range of pages within an
article or book. The goal is to allow another researcher to locate the precise information being
referenced with minimal effort.

Citing Primary Legal Sources

Primary legal sources form the bedrock of legal research and argument. Their accurate citation is
non-negotiable in legal writing. Chicago style provides specific guidelines for citing these
foundational documents, ensuring consistency and clarity. This section will break down the common
primary sources and their Chicago style formats.

Citing Case Law
Court opinions are fundamental primary sources. When citing a case in Chicago style, the format
generally includes the case name, the volume and abbreviation of the reporter where the case can
be found, the first page of the case, and the specific page number being cited (the pinpoint cite). The
court and year of decision are also essential components. For instance, a U.S. Supreme Court case
citation in a footnote might look like this:

Marbury v. Madison, 5 U.S. (1 Cranch) 137, 177 (1803).

The italicized case name is followed by the volume and reporter abbreviation, the page number
where the case begins, a comma, the specific page number being referenced (pinpoint cite), and the
year of the decision in parentheses. Note that for subsequent citations of the same case, short forms



can be used.

Citing Statutes
Statutes, laws enacted by legislative bodies, are another critical primary source. Their citation
format typically includes the title of the U.S. Code (or relevant state code), the section number, and
the year of the code or session law. For example, a footnote citing a section of the U.S. Code might
appear as:

18 U.S.C. § 1001 (2018).

Here, "18 U.S.C." indicates Title 18 of the United States Code, "§ 1001" is the specific section, and
"(2018)" is the year of the code in which this section appears. When citing session laws, the Public
Law number and year are used.

Citing Constitutions
Constitutions, both federal and state, are paramount legal documents. Citing them requires
referencing the specific article and section. In a footnote, this would typically be presented without
italics and without a year, as constitutions are considered standing law. For instance:

U.S. Const. amend. XIV, § 1.

This example cites the first section of the Fourteenth Amendment to the United States Constitution.

Citing Secondary Legal Sources

Secondary legal sources, such as law review articles, treatises, and legal encyclopedias, provide
analysis and commentary on primary law. While they do not hold the same binding authority as
primary sources, they are indispensable for research and understanding legal principles. Chicago
style provides clear guidelines for citing these materials to give credit to their authors and allow
readers to find them.

Citing Law Review Articles
Law review articles are frequently cited in legal scholarship. A footnote citation for a law review
article typically includes the author's full name, the title of the article (italicized), the volume
number of the journal, the abbreviation of the journal, the first page of the article, and the specific
page(s) being cited. The year of publication is also included.

For example:

Charles A. Reich, The New Property, 73 Yale L.J. 733, 737 (1964).



The author's name is followed by the italicized article title, the volume, journal abbreviation, starting
page, pinpoint cite, and the year. The journal abbreviation is a standardized abbreviation often found
in legal research tools.

Citing Books and Treatises
Books and scholarly treatises offer in-depth analysis of legal topics. Similar to law review articles,
their citation in Chicago style involves the author's name, the italicized title of the book, the
publication information (including the place of publication, publisher, and year), and the specific
page number(s) being referenced. For a footnote:

Laurence H. Tribe, American Constitutional Law 150 (2d ed. 1988).

This example shows the author, italicized title, a note about the edition if applicable, the page
number, and the year of publication. For a general citation without a specific page number, the page
reference is omitted but the publication details remain.

Citing Legal Encyclopedias and Restatements
Legal encyclopedias like Corpus Juris Secundum (C.J.S.) and American Jurisprudence (Am. Jur.) and
legal Restatements offer broad overviews and authoritative summaries of legal principles. Their
citation formats are slightly different but follow the same principles of providing clear source
identification.

For a legal encyclopedia, a footnote might look like:

18 C.J.S. Corporations § 25 (2020).

This indicates Title 18, Corpus Juris Secundum, the section number, and the year of the volume. For
Restatements, the citation includes the name of the Restatement, the section number, and often the
reporter if applicable. For example:

Restatement (Second) of Contracts § 175 (Am. Law Inst. 1981).

This cites Section 175 of the Second Restatement of Contracts, published by the American Law
Institute.

Footnotes vs. Endnotes in Chicago Style Legal
Documents

The Chicago Manual of Style offers flexibility in its note-taking system, allowing for either footnotes
or endnotes. The choice between these two often depends on the nature of the document, publisher
preferences, and personal stylistic choices. Both serve the same fundamental purpose: to provide



source attribution without interrupting the flow of the main text.

Footnotes: Immediate Attribution
Footnotes appear at the bottom of the page where the reference is made. This allows readers to see
the citation information immediately without having to turn to the end of the document. For legal
documents where quick verification of sources is important, footnotes can be particularly useful.
They are common in academic articles and books where the reader might be checking specific
claims or authorities as they read. The numbering of footnotes corresponds directly to the numbered
superscript in the text.

Endnotes: Clutter Reduction
Endnotes, conversely, are gathered at the end of the document, typically chapter by chapter or at
the very end of the entire work. They are numbered sequentially throughout the document. While
they require the reader to flip to the back, endnotes can contribute to a cleaner and less visually
cluttered reading experience on the page. In lengthy legal briefs or dissertations, endnotes can be a
preferred option for their organizational benefits and to avoid breaking the main narrative with
frequent citations.

The Chicago Style Legal Bibliography

The bibliography is a crucial component of any Chicago style document, providing a comprehensive
list of all sources cited in the footnotes or endnotes. It serves as a roadmap for readers who wish to
explore the cited materials further and also as a demonstration of the author's research depth. The
bibliography is typically organized alphabetically by the author's last name, or by title if no author is
listed.

Structure and Formatting of the Bibliography
Each entry in the Chicago style bibliography mirrors the information provided in the corresponding
footnote or endnote but is presented in a slightly different format. The primary difference is that the
author's last name comes first, followed by their first name. The bibliography is generally single-
spaced within entries and double-spaced between entries, though some publishers may have specific
formatting requirements. The goal is to create a clean, easily scannable list of references.

Bibliography Entries for Legal Sources
For legal sources, bibliography entries will typically include the case name (italicized), reporter
information, statutory citations, or author and title for secondary sources. For a case, the
bibliography entry might be:

Marbury v. Madison, 5 U.S. (1 Cranch) 137 (1803).



For a statute:

United States Code. Title 18. Section 1001. 2018.

For a book:

Tribe, Laurence H. American Constitutional Law. 2d ed. New York: Foundation Press, 1988.

The exact format for legal sources in the bibliography can sometimes be more detailed in specialized
legal citation guides, but the general principle of alphabetical order and clear identification applies.

Common Pitfalls and Best Practices

Navigating Chicago style for legal documents can present challenges, and avoiding common errors
is key to maintaining academic integrity and professional credibility. Being aware of these pitfalls
and adopting best practices will significantly improve the quality and accuracy of your legal writing.

Consistency is Key
One of the most significant pitfalls is inconsistency in citation format. Whether you choose footnotes
or endnotes, ensure that every citation for a particular type of source follows the same pattern
throughout your document. This includes the use of italics, punctuation, abbreviations, and the order
of elements. When in doubt, refer back to the latest edition of The Chicago Manual of Style or a
reputable legal citation guide.

Accuracy of Information
Another critical area is the accuracy of the citation information itself. Double-check case names,
statutory numbers, page numbers, and publication dates. A misplaced comma or an incorrect volume
number can lead a reader to the wrong source, undermining the credibility of your argument.
Always verify your citations against the original source if possible.

Understanding Short Forms
Chicago style, like many other citation systems, uses short forms for subsequent citations of the
same source. These typically include the author's last name and the pinpoint page number, or just
the case name and pinpoint page number. Properly understanding and using these short forms (e.g.,
"Id." for the immediately preceding citation, or a shortened case name) helps to avoid redundancy
while maintaining clarity.

Implementing these practices diligently will ensure that your Chicago style citations for legal
documents are not only compliant but also enhance the overall persuasiveness and reliability of your



legal writing.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQ)

Q: What is the primary difference between Chicago style for
general academic writing and Chicago style for legal
documents?
A: The primary difference is that legal documents almost exclusively use the Notes and Bibliography
system of Chicago style, often with specific adaptations for legal sources. General academic writing
might use either the Notes and Bibliography system or the Author-Date system. Legal Chicago style
also requires more specific details for citing primary legal sources like cases and statutes.

Q: How do I cite a legal case in Chicago style for a footnote if
I've already cited it once?
A: For subsequent citations of a case, you can use a short form. If it's the immediately preceding
citation, you can use "Id." followed by the pinpoint page number (e.g., "Id. at 177."). If it's not the
immediately preceding citation, you would use a shortened version of the case name followed by the
pinpoint page number (e.g., "Marbury, 5 U.S. at 177.").

Q: Should I italicize case names in Chicago style legal
citations?
A: Yes, generally, case names should be italicized in both footnotes and the bibliography in Chicago
style when referring to them. However, always consult the specific legal style guide you are using,
as minor variations can exist.

Q: What is the role of the "pinpoint cite" in Chicago style legal
citations?
A: The pinpoint cite, or pinpoint reference, is the specific page number (or range of page numbers)
in a source that supports the statement being made in the text. It is crucial in legal citation for
allowing readers to locate the exact passage being referenced, ensuring accuracy and facilitating
verification.

Q: How do I cite a statute in Chicago style for a footnote?
A: A typical footnote citation for a federal statute in Chicago style includes the title of the United
States Code, the section number, and the year of the code in which the section appears, followed by
the pinpoint page number if applicable. For example: 18 U.S.C. § 1001 (2018).



Q: Can I use abbreviations for court reporters in Chicago style
legal citations?
A: Yes, Chicago style, especially when adapted for legal documents, relies on standard abbreviations
for court reporters. For example, "U.S." for United States Reports, "S. Ct." for Supreme Court
Reporter, and "L. Ed. 2d" for Lawyers' Edition, Second Series. It is important to use consistent and
recognized abbreviations.

Q: What is the main purpose of a bibliography in Chicago style
legal documents?
A: The main purpose of the bibliography is to provide a comprehensive, alphabetized list of all
sources that have been cited in the footnotes or endnotes. It allows readers to easily identify the
sources used, find them for further research, and assess the foundation of the author's work.

Q: Are there any exceptions to the general Chicago style rules
for legal documents?
A: While the Chicago Manual of Style provides the foundation, many legal disciplines and institutions
may have specific style guides (e.g., The Bluebook) that build upon or modify Chicago style for legal
contexts. It is always best to adhere to any specific requirements mandated by your professor,
publisher, or institution.
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