
chicago style formatting for legal writing

The Chicago Manual of Style, often referred to as CMOS, offers a comprehensive framework for

academic and professional writing, and its application to legal contexts, while distinct from traditional

legal citation manuals like the Bluebook, presents a unique set of considerations. Understanding

chicago style formatting for legal writing is crucial for scholars, researchers, and practitioners who need

to present legal arguments and analysis in a clear, consistent, and authoritative manner. This article

will delve into the core principles of Chicago style as they apply to legal documents, covering

everything from general formatting guidelines to specific rules for citations, footnotes, and

bibliographies. We will explore how to effectively integrate Chicago style into legal research papers,

scholarly articles, and even certain types of practice documents, emphasizing clarity and adherence to

established norms.
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Understanding the Chicago Manual of Style in a Legal Context

While the legal profession traditionally relies heavily on specialized citation systems like The Bluebook,

the Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) offers a flexible and widely respected alternative, particularly in

academic legal scholarship and interdisciplinary legal studies. Its comprehensive nature and emphasis

on clarity make it a valuable tool for presenting legal arguments and analyses in a manner that is both



accessible and rigorously supported by evidence. Adopting Chicago style for legal writing involves

understanding its fundamental principles and adapting them to the unique demands of legal discourse.

CMOS provides guidelines for a broad range of stylistic elements, from punctuation and grammar to

the intricacies of citation. For legal writers, this means discerning which aspects of CMOS are most

relevant and how they interact with, or diverge from, traditional legal citation practices. The goal is to

achieve a consistent and professional presentation that enhances the readability and credibility of legal

scholarship and advocacy.

The Role of CMOS in Legal Scholarship

In academic legal settings, particularly in journals and books that are not exclusively focused on legal

practice, the Chicago Manual of Style is often the preferred style guide. Its thoroughness in matters of

prose and presentation makes it ideal for scholarly works where the legal argument is intertwined with

broader theoretical or historical discussions. Legal scholars may find CMOS particularly useful for its

detailed guidance on integrating quotations, formatting tables, and ensuring overall document

coherence.

Furthermore, when legal research bridges disciplines, such as in history, sociology, or political science

departments, CMOS offers a common ground for citation and formatting that aligns with the

conventions of those fields. This interdisciplinary appeal is a significant reason for its adoption in

certain legal academic circles. The emphasis on clarity and accessibility in CMOS can help make

complex legal concepts understandable to a wider audience.

Divergence from Traditional Legal Citation

It is essential to recognize that Chicago style, even when applied to legal writing, is not a direct

substitute for the Bluebook or other dedicated legal citation manuals. While CMOS offers robust



citation guidelines, these are generally designed for academic disciplines outside of law. Legal writing

often involves citing specific types of legal documents (statutes, case law, regulations) in ways that are

highly standardized within the legal profession. Writers must be aware of these divergences and

decide when a pure CMOS approach is appropriate or when an adaptation is necessary.

The primary divergence lies in the specific format for citing primary legal sources. While CMOS

provides general rules for books, articles, and other published works, the detailed conventions for

citing court opinions, legislative acts, and administrative rules are usually found in specialized legal

citation guides. Therefore, a legal writer employing CMOS might need to consult both CMOS and a

legal citation manual to ensure full compliance and clarity.

General Formatting for Legal Documents Using Chicago Style

When preparing legal documents under Chicago style, adherence to general formatting principles

ensures a professional and organized presentation. These principles extend to manuscript preparation,

the use of headings, and the overall visual appeal of the document. Consistency in formatting is

paramount, as it contributes to the reader’s ability to focus on the substance of the legal arguments

presented.

Chicago style prioritizes clarity and readability. This translates into specific recommendations regarding

margins, font types, line spacing, and indentation. These seemingly minor details play a significant role

in the overall effectiveness of legal communication, making the document easier to navigate and

digest. For legal writers, applying these general guidelines consistently forms the bedrock of a well-

formatted document.

Manuscript Preparation Guidelines

Chicago style offers detailed guidelines for manuscript preparation, which are equally applicable to



legal writing. This includes recommendations for the overall structure of a document, such as the

placement of the title page, table of contents, and the main body of text. For legal documents, this

might involve incorporating sections like a statement of facts, legal argument, and conclusion, all

formatted according to CMOS principles.

Ensure generous margins (typically 1 inch on all sides) to allow for notes and edits.

Use a standard, readable font such as Times New Roman or Arial, generally in 12-point size.

Employ double-spacing throughout the main body of the text for ease of reading and annotation.

Indicate new paragraphs clearly, usually through indentation of the first line.

Use of Headings and Subheadings

Effective use of headings and subheadings is crucial for organizing complex legal arguments and

making them accessible to the reader. Chicago style provides guidance on how to format these

elements to create a clear hierarchy of information. Proper heading structure helps readers quickly

identify the different sections of a legal document and understand the flow of the argument.

In legal writing, this means using headings to delineate distinct legal issues, stages of an argument, or

different factual scenarios. Chicago style suggests different levels of headings, often differentiated by

capitalization, font weight, and placement (e.g., centered, flush left). Consistency in applying these

levels is key to maintaining organizational clarity.



Citation Methods in Chicago Style for Legal Writing

Chicago style offers two primary systems for citations: the notes and bibliography system, and the

author-date system. For legal writing, especially in academic contexts, the notes and bibliography

system is generally more appropriate, mirroring the common practice of using footnotes or endnotes in

legal scholarship. This system allows for detailed explanations and citations without disrupting the flow

of the main text.

While CMOS provides general principles for citing various types of sources, legal writers must be

mindful of its limitations regarding the precise formatting of primary legal materials. The strength of

CMOS lies in its adaptability and its comprehensive approach to secondary sources, which are

frequently used in legal scholarship.

The Notes and Bibliography System

The notes and bibliography system, which uses footnotes or endnotes, is the more prevalent method

for legal writing when employing Chicago style. This system involves placing a superscript number in

the text where a citation is needed, with corresponding notes providing the full citation details at the

bottom of the page (footnotes) or at the end of the document (endnotes). This method is highly valued

in legal writing for its ability to include explanatory material alongside citations.

This approach is particularly useful in legal scholarship for providing background information, offering

tangential thoughts, or citing multiple sources that support a single point, all without interrupting the

main argumentative thread. The detailed nature of notes allows for a more nuanced presentation of

legal authority and scholarly commentary.



The Author-Date System

The author-date system, common in some social sciences, involves brief parenthetical citations in the

text (e.g., (Smith 2020, 123)) followed by a full reference list at the end of the document. While less

common in traditional legal writing, it might be adopted in interdisciplinary works where legal topics are

discussed within broader social science frameworks. Its advantage is conciseness within the main text.

However, the author-date system can be less conducive to the detailed citation requirements of many

legal documents. The need for precise identification of legal authorities often necessitates the more

explicit and comprehensive nature of the notes and bibliography system. Legal writers should carefully

consider the audience and purpose before opting for this method.

Footnotes and Endnotes: The Heart of Chicago Style Citations

In Chicago style, footnotes and endnotes serve as the primary mechanism for providing citations and

supplementary information. For legal writing, this system is invaluable for its capacity to offer detailed

referencing and explanatory material without disrupting the narrative flow of the main text. The

thoroughness of the notes ensures that all sources are properly credited and that the reader can easily

access the authority for any given assertion.

Mastering the format of footnotes and endnotes is therefore essential for any legal writer adopting

Chicago style. This includes understanding how to cite various types of sources, how to handle

subsequent citations to the same source, and how to incorporate brief explanatory comments within

the notes themselves.



Formatting Footnote/Endnote Entries

Each note entry requires specific components, presented in a precise order and with particular

punctuation. The initial citation of a source in a footnote or endnote typically includes the author’s

name (first name first), the title of the work, and publication details. Subsequent citations to the same

work are shortened for brevity.

First Reference: Author's Full Name, Title of Work (Publisher, Year), page number(s). For

example: John Smith, The Evolution of Contract Law (Oxford University Press, 2018), 45.

Subsequent References: Shortened Title, page number(s). For example: Smith, Evolution of

Contract Law, 67.

Subsequent References to the Same Source Immediately Following: Use "Ibid." followed by the

page number. For example: Ibid., 68. If it’s the same page, simply "Ibid."

Including Explanatory Material

A significant advantage of the notes and bibliography system for legal writers is the ability to include

explanatory material directly within the footnotes or endnotes. This allows for tangential discussions,

clarifications, or additional context that would otherwise clutter the main body of the legal argument.

These explanatory notes help enrich the reader's understanding without compromising the structural

integrity of the core argument.

For instance, a legal scholar might use a footnote to briefly explain the historical development of a

particular legal doctrine or to offer a counterargument that, while relevant, is not central to the

immediate point being made. This flexibility makes the notes a powerful tool for comprehensive legal



analysis.

Bibliographical Entries: Compiling Your Legal Sources

Complementing the notes and bibliography system is the bibliography, a comprehensive list of all

sources consulted and cited in the document. This section provides readers with a complete overview

of the research undertaken and serves as a valuable resource for further investigation. For legal

writers, the bibliography ensures that all authorities and scholarly works are acknowledged.

The bibliography should be organized alphabetically by the author’s last name. Each entry should be

formatted consistently according to Chicago style guidelines, ensuring that all necessary bibliographic

information is present. This meticulous attention to detail reinforces the credibility and thoroughness of

the legal work.

Formatting Bibliography Entries

Bibliography entries for books and articles follow a standardized format, differing slightly from footnote

entries primarily in the order of author names and the absence of page numbers for the entire work

(though specific page references for articles are included). Consistency in presentation is key to

maintaining a professional appearance.

Books: Last Name, First Name. Title of Work. Publisher City: Publisher Name, Year.

Journal Articles: Last Name, First Name. “Title of Article.” Title of Journal Volume, no. Issue

(Year): page range.



For legal documents, specialized entries for statutes, cases, and other primary legal materials might

need to be adapted, drawing on the principles of CMOS for consistency while incorporating the specific

details required by legal citation conventions. The goal is to create a clear and navigable list that

accurately reflects the research foundation of the legal argument.

Specific Considerations for Legal Materials in Chicago Style

While Chicago style provides robust general guidelines, legal writing often involves citing primary legal

sources such as statutes, cases, and regulations. Adapting CMOS to these specific legal materials

requires careful attention to detail, and often involves consulting specialized legal citation guides to

ensure accuracy and compliance with professional standards. The aim is to integrate legal authority

clearly within the broader framework of Chicago style.

When legal scholars and practitioners use CMOS, they must be prepared to make informed decisions

about how to represent these unique legal sources. This may involve modifying standard CMOS

formats or using them in conjunction with established legal citation practices to achieve the best of

both worlds: the clarity of CMOS and the precision required for legal authority.

Citing Statutes and Legislation

Chicago style offers general principles for citing published works, but specific formats for statutes and

legislative enactments are not always explicitly detailed in the same way as in dedicated legal citation

manuals. When citing statutes, it is generally advisable to provide the official name of the act, the

chapter or section number, and the year of enactment or publication. The key is to provide enough

information for the reader to easily locate the relevant law.

For example, a CMOS-influenced approach might look something like this in a footnote: Title of Act,

Public Law No. XX-XXX, § YY (Year). The exact format may vary depending on the jurisdiction and



the specific publication of the statute. Legal writers should strive for clarity and consistency, often

consulting their institution’s preferred style or a comprehensive legal citation guide for definitive

formats.

Citing Court Cases

Citing court cases in Chicago style requires careful consideration, especially when dealing with

unpublished opinions or different reporting systems. While CMOS provides a framework for citing

published materials, the precise method for referencing case law—including the names of parties,

volume and page numbers of reporters, and court information—is often governed by legal convention.

Legal writers should prioritize providing clear identifiers for each case.

A typical CMOS-style footnote for a published case might include: Case Name, Volume Reporter Page

(Court Year). For instance, Marbury v. Madison, 5 U.S. (1 Cranch) 137 (1803). The specific reporter

abbreviation and placement of court information can vary, and adherence to established legal citation

practices is crucial for accuracy. When in doubt, consulting a legal citation manual or an established

legal journal’s guidelines is recommended.

Citing Administrative Regulations and Other Official Documents

Administrative regulations and other official government documents present another area where

Chicago style's general principles need careful adaptation for legal contexts. These sources, such as

federal regulations or executive orders, have their own established citation formats to ensure they can

be precisely located and referenced. Legal writers should ensure that their citations are precise and

unambiguous.

When citing regulations, for example, it is important to include the title and section number of the Code

of Federal Regulations (CFR) or the relevant state administrative code. The year of publication or



effective date should also be provided. For instance: 17 C.F.R. § 240.10b-5 (2023). As with statutes

and cases, consistency and clarity are paramount, and legal writers should consult specific legal

citation resources when necessary.

When to Use Chicago Style for Legal Writing

The decision to employ Chicago style formatting for legal writing is often dictated by the specific

context, audience, and purpose of the document. While the Bluebook and similar manuals dominate

practice-oriented legal writing, Chicago style offers distinct advantages in certain academic and

interdisciplinary settings. Understanding these contexts is key to making an informed choice about

which style guide to follow.

Ultimately, the goal is to present legal information in a manner that is both accurate and accessible to

the intended readership. Whether employing pure Chicago style or adapting its principles, clarity and

consistency remain the guiding forces for effective legal communication.

Academic Legal Journals and Scholarly Articles

Many academic legal journals, particularly those with a broader interdisciplinary focus or those housed

within humanities departments, prefer or require adherence to the Chicago Manual of Style. This

preference stems from CMOS's comprehensive approach to prose, grammar, and a wide range of

citation scenarios that extend beyond the purely practice-oriented legal field. For scholars aiming to

publish in such venues, mastering Chicago style is essential.

These journals often value the detailed explanatory capabilities of CMOS's notes and bibliography

system, which allows for complex theoretical discussions to be supported by rigorous citation without

sacrificing readability. The emphasis on clear, elegant prose in CMOS aligns well with the goals of

scholarly discourse.



Books and Monographs on Legal Topics

When legal topics are addressed in books or monographs intended for a scholarly audience, the

Chicago Manual of Style is frequently the chosen guide. This is especially true for works that explore

legal history, philosophy, or the intersection of law with other disciplines. Publishers often have their

own style preferences, but CMOS is a common standard for academic presses.

The comprehensive nature of CMOS makes it well-suited for longer works that require consistent

formatting and citation practices throughout. Its detailed guidelines for manuscript preparation and

bibliographic entries ensure a polished and professional final product.

Interdisciplinary Legal Research

For legal research that bridges multiple disciplines, such as law and economics, law and literature, or

law and sociology, Chicago style can be an invaluable tool. It provides a common stylistic framework

that can be understood and applied by researchers from various academic backgrounds. This

facilitates collaboration and ensures that the legal aspects of the research are presented clearly to a

diverse audience.

By adopting CMOS, legal writers can ensure that their work is accessible and understandable to

scholars in related fields, promoting a more integrated approach to complex research questions. This

adaptability is a hallmark of Chicago style’s utility beyond traditional legal boundaries.

FAQ

Q: Is Chicago style ever used for practical legal documents like briefs



or memos?

A: Generally, practical legal documents submitted to courts or used in client advisories adhere to

specific court rules or house style guides, which often align more closely with specialized legal citation

manuals like The Bluebook. However, in some academic or specialized contexts where a broader

audience is intended, or where an institution has specifically adopted it, Chicago style might be

considered, though it is not the norm for most practice-oriented legal writing.

Q: What is the primary difference between Chicago style citations and

Bluebook citations for legal cases?

A: The primary difference lies in the level of detail and specificity. The Bluebook provides highly

detailed and often abbreviated formats for citing legal cases, including specific reporter abbreviations

and jurisdictional notations that are standard within the legal profession. Chicago style, while thorough,

is more general in its approach to citing published works and may require adaptation or consultation

with legal citation guides for the precise formatting of case law.

Q: Can I use Chicago style for citing statutes?

A: Yes, you can adapt Chicago style to cite statutes. The general principle is to provide clear and

sufficient information for the reader to locate the statute. This typically includes the official title of the

act, the relevant section or chapter number, and the year of enactment or publication. However, for

strict legal accuracy and adherence to professional standards, consulting a dedicated legal citation

manual for the most precise format is advisable.

Q: How does Chicago style handle footnotes versus endnotes?

A: Chicago style offers both footnotes and endnotes as acceptable options for its notes and

bibliography system. Footnotes appear at the bottom of the page where the reference is made, while

endnotes are collected at the end of the chapter or document. The choice between them is often a



matter of personal preference or publisher's requirement, but both serve the same citation and

explanatory purposes.

Q: What is the role of the bibliography in Chicago style for legal

writing?

A: The bibliography in Chicago style serves as a comprehensive list of all sources cited in the

document. It is organized alphabetically by author's last name and provides full bibliographic details for

each source. For legal writing, this list allows readers to easily identify all primary and secondary

authorities consulted, reinforcing the credibility and thoroughness of the legal argument.

Q: When might a legal writer choose Chicago style over a legal

citation manual like the Bluebook?

A: A legal writer might choose Chicago style for academic legal journals that explicitly request it, for

interdisciplinary legal research that needs to be accessible to non-legal scholars, or for books and

monographs on legal topics published by academic presses that favor CMOS. In these contexts,

Chicago style's comprehensive approach to prose and its flexible citation system are advantageous.
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