
chicago style footnote example court case

The Chicago style footnote example court case is a crucial element for legal scholars, students, and
practitioners aiming for accurate and compliant citation. Mastering this citation style ensures clarity and
credibility in academic papers, legal briefs, and scholarly articles discussing judicial decisions. This article
will delve deep into the intricacies of citing court cases using Chicago style footnotes, providing
comprehensive examples and breaking down the essential components. We will explore the specific
elements required for citing federal and state court cases, discuss variations based on the court level and
reporting jurisdiction, and offer practical advice for navigating common challenges. Understanding these
nuances is vital for anyone engaging with legal research and writing, ensuring adherence to established
academic and professional standards.
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Understanding Chicago Style Footnotes for Court Cases

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) provides a robust framework for academic and legal citation, with a
specific system for referencing judicial opinions. When discussing court cases, footnotes are the preferred
method for citation within the Chicago style. This approach allows for detailed referencing without
disrupting the flow of the main text. The primary goal of a Chicago style footnote for a court case is to
provide readers with enough information to easily locate the original decision. This includes identifying
the parties involved, the court that rendered the decision, and the specific volume and page number of the
official reporter where the case can be found.

Adhering to the correct format for Chicago style footnotes is paramount for legal scholarship. Inaccuracies
can lead to confusion, questions about the author's diligence, and potential misinterpretation of legal
precedent. Therefore, a thorough understanding of the required elements and their proper arrangement is
not merely a stylistic preference but a necessity for professional and academic integrity in the legal field.
This section lays the groundwork for understanding the foundational principles before diving into specific
examples.



Key Components of a Chicago Style Court Case Footnote

A well-formed Chicago style footnote for a court case typically includes several distinct elements, each
serving a specific purpose in identifying and locating the cited decision. These components, when
assembled correctly, create a precise bibliographic entry that enables readers to find the exact source of the
information. Familiarity with these core components is the first step toward mastering the art of Chicago
style legal citation.

Case Name and Citation
The case name, usually italicized or underlined in the text but presented in regular font within the
footnote, is the first crucial element. It identifies the parties involved in the lawsuit. Following the case
name is the citation, which provides the essential information for retrieval. This includes the volume
number of the reporter, the abbreviation of the reporter, and the first page number on which the case
appears. Subsequent pinpoint citations (e.g., to a specific page within the case) are also included.

Court and Year of Decision
After the reporter citation, the footnote must specify the court that issued the ruling and the year in which
the decision was made. This information helps the reader understand the level of the court (e.g., Supreme
Court, Court of Appeals, District Court) and the temporal context of the ruling. The abbreviation for the
court is often included, followed by a comma and then the year enclosed in parentheses.

Reporter Systems
Chicago style, like other legal citation styles, relies on official and unofficial reporter systems. Official
reporters are published under the authority of the court or jurisdiction. Unofficial reporters, such as those
published by West Publishing, are also commonly used and accepted. Understanding which reporter
system to use is dependent on the jurisdiction and the availability of official reports. When referencing a
case, it is generally preferred to cite the official reporter if one exists.

Citing Federal Court Cases

Citing federal court cases in Chicago style requires attention to the specific hierarchy of federal courts and
their respective reporting systems. The structure will vary slightly depending on whether the case is
from the U.S. Supreme Court, a U.S. Court of Appeals, or a U.S. District Court.



U.S. Supreme Court Cases
Decisions from the U.S. Supreme Court are found in the United States Reports (U.S.), the Supreme Court
Reporter (S. Ct.), and the Lawyers' Edition (L. Ed. 2d). Chicago style generally prefers the United States
Reports as the official reporter. A footnote for a U.S. Supreme Court case would look something like this:

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

In this example, Marbury v. Madison is the case name. 5 U.S. is the volume number and abbreviation for
the United States Reports. (1 Cranch) indicates the specific reporter series within the United States Reports.
137 is the page number where the case begins, and 177 is the pinpoint citation to a specific page. (1803) is
the year the decision was rendered.

U.S. Courts of Appeals Cases
Cases from the U.S. Courts of Appeals are reported in the Federal Reporter (F., F.2d, F.3d). The citation
will include the volume, reporter abbreviation, and page number, followed by the circuit and year. For
instance:

United States v. Nixon, 418 U.S. 683, 694 (1974).

While the above example is a Supreme Court case, a Court of Appeals example would follow this structure:

Smith v. Jones, 876 F.3d 1234, 1240 (9th Cir. 2018).

Here, Smith v. Jones is the case name. 876 F.3d indicates the volume and reporter (Federal Reporter, Third
Series). 1234 is the starting page, and 1240 is the pinpoint citation. (9th Cir. 2018) specifies the circuit and
the year of the decision.

U.S. District Courts Cases
Decisions from the U.S. District Courts are published in the Federal Supplement (F. Supp., F. Supp. 2d, F.
Supp. 3d). The format mirrors that of the Courts of Appeals, specifying the district and year. An example
would be:

Doe v. Roe, 987 F. Supp. 2d 567, 570 (E.D. Pa. 2015).

In this illustration, Doe v. Roe is the case name. 987 F. Supp. 2d refers to the volume and reporter (Federal



Supplement, Second Series). 567 is the initial page number, and 570 is the pinpoint citation. (E.D. Pa. 2015)
denotes the Eastern District of Pennsylvania and the year of the ruling.

Citing State Court Cases

Citing state court cases in Chicago style involves understanding that each state has its own reporting
system, which can be official or unofficial. The general principles remain the same: identify the case, the
court, the reporter, and the date.

State Supreme Courts
State supreme court decisions are typically reported in official state reporters. If an official reporter is not
available or commonly used, unofficial reporters or regional reporters may be cited. A typical footnote
might appear as:

People v. Smith, 123 N.E.2d 456, 460 (Ill. 1954).

This example shows People v. Smith as the case name. 123 N.E.2d refers to the volume and reporter
(North Eastern Reporter, Second Series). 456 is the initial page, and 460 is the pinpoint. (Ill. 1954) indicates
the state (Illinois) and the year of the decision.

State Intermediate Appellate Courts
Decisions from intermediate appellate courts within a state also have their own reporters. The citation
format will be similar, with the reporter abbreviation and court designation specific to that state's system.
For example:

Johnson v. Brown, 456 P.3d 789, 795 (Cal. Ct. App. 2020).

Here, Johnson v. Brown is the case. 456 P.3d indicates the volume and reporter (Pacific Reporter, Third
Series). 789 is the starting page, and 795 is the pinpoint citation. (Cal. Ct. App. 2020) specifies the California
Court of Appeal and the year.

State Trial Courts
Decisions from state trial courts are less frequently published in formal reporters compared to appellate



courts. When they are published, they are usually in specialized reporters or unofficial compilations. If a
trial court decision is not published in a reporter, it may be cited by referencing the court, the case number,
and the date the decision was issued, often accompanied by a parenthetical explaining its unpublished
nature.

Common Variations and Special Cases

Beyond the standard formats for federal and state cases, Chicago style citation for court cases sometimes
requires adjustments for specific circumstances. These can include unpublished opinions, cases without
reporters, or when citing legislative history related to a court case.

Unpublished Opinions
When a court decision is not published in a reporter, it is considered an unpublished opinion. Chicago style
dictates that these should be cited using the case name, the court that issued the opinion, the case number,
and the date of the decision. A parenthetical note indicating that the opinion is unpublished is crucial for
clarity.

Garcia v. Davis, No. 18-cv-01234 (N.D. Ill. filed Oct. 15, 2019).

This example clearly indicates the case name, the court and case number, and the filing date, with the
parenthetical clarifying its unpublished status.

Cases Without Standard Reporters
In some instances, particularly with older cases or those from less commonly reported jurisdictions, a
standard reporter might not be readily available. In such situations, Chicago style allows for citation to the
best available source, which might include legislative records, administrative filings, or specialized legal
databases, along with a clear explanation of the source and the date of the decision.

Subsequent History and Subsequent Treatment
When a case has been appealed, affirmed, reversed, or otherwise treated by a later court, this subsequent
history should ideally be included in the citation. This is typically done in a subsequent footnote,
referencing the first mention of the case. For example, if a case was later affirmed by a higher court, the
footnote would indicate this, providing the citation for the affirming decision.



The Importance of Accuracy in Legal Citation

The meticulous nature of Chicago style citation, particularly for court cases, underscores its critical
importance in the legal and academic spheres. Accuracy is not a mere formality; it is the bedrock of
credibility and effective legal communication.

Precision in citing court cases ensures that legal arguments are properly supported by precedent. When a
citation is flawed, readers may struggle to locate the source material, which can undermine the authority of
the argument and cast doubt on the thoroughness of the research. In legal writing, where every word and
reference carries weight, even minor errors can have significant consequences.

Furthermore, adhering to established citation standards like the Chicago Manual of Style fosters a shared
language and understanding among legal professionals and scholars. It allows for clear and unambiguous
communication, enabling quick and efficient retrieval of information. A well-executed Chicago style
footnote example court case demonstrates not only the author's commitment to accuracy but also their
respect for the legal system and the body of case law.

Navigating Challenges in Chicago Style Court Case Citation

Despite the detailed guidelines provided by the Chicago Manual of Style, citing court cases can present
unique challenges. Understanding how to address these complexities ensures that legal scholarship remains
precise and compliant.

One common challenge is identifying the most authoritative reporter to cite. While the preference is
typically for official reporters, their availability and usage can vary by jurisdiction and over time. When an
official reporter is absent or obscure, practitioners and scholars must consult secondary legal sources or legal
databases to determine the most widely accepted citation format for that particular case.

Another hurdle can arise with amicus curiae briefs, dissenting, or concurring opinions. While the primary
citation usually refers to the majority opinion, referencing these other judicial statements requires careful
adherence to specific Chicago style rules, which may involve additional parenthetical information or
separate footnotes to distinguish them from the main holding of the court. The key is always to provide
sufficient detail for the reader to locate the precise passage being referenced.

Finally, the dynamic nature of legal databases and online resources requires constant vigilance. While
digital access makes finding cases easier, it also introduces variations in how cases are presented and
paginated. Always cross-reference with print sources or official records when possible to ensure the
accuracy of digital citations. The goal is to make the cited case accessible and verifiable, regardless of the



medium.

Q: What is the most important element in a Chicago style footnote
example court case?
A: The most important element is the full and accurate citation that allows the reader to easily locate the
specific court decision being referenced. This includes the case name, reporter volume and abbreviation,
page number, court, and year of decision.

Q: How do I cite a U.S. Supreme Court case in Chicago style?
A: You cite a U.S. Supreme Court case by providing the case name, followed by the volume and
abbreviation of the United States Reports (U.S.), the starting page number, and a pinpoint citation to a
specific page if needed, along with the year of the decision in parentheses. For example: Marbury v.
Madison, 5 U.S. (1 Cranch) 137, 177 (1803).

Q: What is the difference between an official and unofficial reporter in
Chicago style?
A: An official reporter is published under the authority of the court or jurisdiction, while an unofficial
reporter is published by a private entity, such as a legal publisher. Chicago style generally prefers citing
the official reporter when available.

Q: How do I cite an unpublished court opinion in Chicago style?
A: For unpublished opinions, you cite the case name, the court that issued it, the case number, the date of
the decision, and include a parenthetical note indicating that the opinion is unpublished. For example:
Garcia v. Davis, No. 18-cv-01234 (N.D. Ill. filed Oct. 15, 2019).

Q: Can I cite cases found only online in Chicago style?
A: Yes, if a case is available online and not in a print reporter, you can cite it. However, you should still
provide as much identifying information as possible (case name, court, date) and include the URL or
database citation. It's often best practice to cross-reference with a print source if available.



Q: What if the case I need to cite has a dissenting opinion?
A: When citing a case with a dissenting opinion, you typically cite the majority opinion first. If you need to
reference the dissenting opinion specifically, you would do so in a subsequent footnote, clearly indicating
that it is a dissent and providing its citation.

Q: How do I handle subsequent history in Chicago style court case
citations?
A: Subsequent history, such as appeals or reversals, is usually noted in a later footnote, referring back to the
first mention of the case, and providing the citation for the decision that addressed the subsequent history.

Q: Are there different rules for citing federal and state court cases in
Chicago style?
A: Yes, while the core components are similar, the specific reporter abbreviations and designations for
courts will differ between federal and state court systems, as each state has its own reporting conventions.

Q: What does a pinpoint citation mean in a Chicago style court case
example?
A: A pinpoint citation refers to a specific page within a court case, allowing the reader to go directly to the
most relevant section of the opinion. It's indicated after the main page number where the case begins,
separated by a comma.
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