
chicago style paper formatting for legal
documents
chicago style paper formatting for legal documents is a crucial element for ensuring clarity,
professionalism, and adherence to academic or judicial standards. While not as universally mandated
as some other citation styles in the legal field, understanding Chicago style's principles can
significantly enhance the presentation of legal research papers, briefs, and other scholarly works. This
article will delve into the intricacies of applying Chicago style to legal documents, covering essential
aspects from general formatting guidelines to specific citation practices for legal sources. We will
explore how to structure your document effectively, manage footnotes and bibliographies, and
correctly cite primary and secondary legal authorities, offering a comprehensive guide for legal
scholars and practitioners seeking to master this nuanced formatting approach.
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General Formatting Principles in Chicago Style for
Legal Papers

Applying Chicago style to legal documents necessitates a foundational understanding of its general
formatting guidelines, which prioritize readability and a consistent presentation. These principles
extend to aspects like page layout, font choices, and spacing, all of which contribute to the overall
professionalism of your work. Adhering to these standards ensures that your legal arguments and
research are presented in a clear, accessible, and authoritative manner, making it easier for your
intended audience to engage with the content.

Page Layout and Margins

The margins are a critical component of any standardized formatting style, including Chicago. For
legal documents formatted in Chicago style, standard margins of one inch on all sides of the page are
generally recommended. This consistent white space frames the text, preventing it from appearing
cramped and improving overall readability. Ensure that these margins are uniform throughout the
entire document, from the title page to the final page of your bibliography.

Font and Spacing

When formatting legal documents with Chicago style, the choice of font and spacing plays a



significant role in creating a polished and professional appearance. Typically, a clear and legible serif
font such as Times New Roman or Garamond, set at 12-point size, is preferred. This classic choice
enhances readability for longer legal texts. Double-spacing is the standard for the body of the text,
which allows for ample white space and makes it easier to read and annotate if necessary. Footnotes,
however, are usually single-spaced with a double space between each note for clarity.

Title Page and Running Heads

While a formal title page is not always strictly required in every legal context using Chicago style, it is
good practice to include one for research papers or longer scholarly works. This page should clearly
state the title of the document, the author's name, the course or affiliation, and the date. Running
heads, also known as headers, are typically used to identify the document and author on each page.
In Chicago style, the running head often includes a shortened version of the title and the page
number, placed in the upper right-hand corner of each page, starting from the second page.

Footnotes: The Cornerstone of Chicago Style Citation
for Legal Documents

Footnotes are the defining characteristic of Chicago style and are particularly vital when formatting
legal documents. They serve to provide citations for all borrowed material, offer supplementary
information or commentary that would interrupt the main text's flow, and establish the author's
scholarly rigor. Mastering footnote formatting is essential for accurately attributing sources and
supporting legal claims with credible evidence.

General Footnote Formatting

Footnotes in Chicago style for legal documents follow a specific format to ensure consistency. Each
footnote begins with a superscript number that corresponds to a corresponding note at the bottom of
the page. The first time a source is cited, a full citation is provided. Subsequent citations to the same
source are typically shortened. The superscript number should be placed directly after the
punctuation of the sentence or clause it refers to, without a space in between.

First Reference Footnote Format

The first time a source appears in a footnote, it requires a complete bibliographic entry, though the
order of elements and punctuation may differ slightly from the bibliography. For legal documents, this
means including details specific to the type of legal source being cited. This comprehensive initial
citation allows readers to locate the original source with ease and provides complete attribution.



Subsequent Reference Footnote Format

After the first full citation, any subsequent references to the same source are abbreviated. This is
commonly done using the author's last name and a shortened title of the work, followed by the page
number(s). If only one work by a particular author is cited, the author's last name and page number
may suffice. The key is to provide enough information to clearly identify the source without
unnecessary repetition.

Bibliography and Reference Management in Chicago
Style Legal Formatting

Complementing the detailed footnote system, a bibliography or reference list is an integral part of
Chicago style for legal documents. This section provides a consolidated list of all sources consulted
and cited within the document, offering a comprehensive overview of the research undertaken.
Proper construction of the bibliography ensures that readers can easily find and verify all cited
material.

Structure of the Bibliography

The bibliography is typically placed at the end of the document, after the main text and any
appendices. It is arranged alphabetically by the author's last name or by the title of the work if no
author is listed. Entries in the bibliography are generally single-spaced, with a double space between
each entry to enhance readability. The first line of each entry is typically flush with the left margin,
and subsequent lines are indented (hanging indent).

Entry Format for Books and Articles

For books, the bibliography entry usually includes the author's full name, the title of the book
(italicized), publication information (city of publication, publisher, year), and page numbers if
applicable. For articles, the format includes the author's name, the article title (in quotation marks),
the journal title (italicized), volume and issue numbers, and the year of publication, along with the
page range of the article.

Handling Legal Authority in the Bibliography

When legal authorities such as statutes, cases, or regulations are included in the bibliography, they
are listed in a specific order. Typically, these are alphabetized by title or by the court for case law.
The format for legal authorities in the bibliography may vary slightly depending on the specific
Chicago Manual of Style edition and the nature of the authority, but consistency is paramount.



Citing Primary Legal Sources Using Chicago Style

Primary legal sources, such as statutes, regulations, and judicial opinions, form the bedrock of legal
research. Chicago style provides specific guidelines for their citation, ensuring accuracy and clarity
when referencing these foundational legal documents. Properly citing primary sources is crucial for
establishing the legal basis of your arguments.

Citing Statutes and Legislation

When citing statutes, the format typically includes the title or chapter number, the relevant section(s),
and the year of enactment or codification. For federal statutes in the United States, this often involves
citing to the United States Code (U.S.C.). State statutes are cited according to their respective codes.
The footnote format for statutes requires a clear identification of the legislative act.

Citing Case Law (Judicial Opinions)

Citing judicial opinions involves providing the case name, the volume and reporter where the case can
be found, the page number of the first page of the opinion, and the court and year of decision. For
example, a U.S. Supreme Court case would be cited using the United States Reports or a more
commonly used reporter like the Supreme Court Reporter. Footnotes for cases are generally brief,
referencing the case name and reporter citation.

Citing Administrative Regulations

Administrative regulations, issued by government agencies, are also primary sources that require
specific citation formats. These typically include the title of the regulation, the code where it is
published (e.g., Code of Federal Regulations or the relevant state administrative code), and the
section number. The date of publication or the effective date may also be included.

Citing Secondary Legal Sources with Chicago Style
Guidelines

Secondary legal sources, such as law review articles, treatises, and legal encyclopedias, provide
commentary and analysis of primary legal materials. Chicago style offers a structured approach to
citing these sources, which helps in building a comprehensive research foundation and acknowledging
the work of other legal scholars.

Law Review Articles and Scholarly Journals

When citing law review articles, the format in Chicago style typically includes the author's name, the



title of the article (in quotation marks), the journal title (italicized), the volume and issue number, and
the year of publication, along with the page number(s). The footnote format will be a full citation on
the first reference, followed by an abbreviated form.

Treatises and Books on Legal Topics

Treatises and other scholarly books on legal subjects are cited similarly to other books in Chicago
style, but with attention to the specific legal context. This includes the author's name, the title of the
book (italicized), the edition if applicable, the city of publication, publisher, year, and specific page
numbers referenced.

Legal Encyclopedias and Restatements

Legal encyclopedias like American Jurisprudence (Am. Jur.) or Corpus Juris Secundum (C.J.S.), and
Restatements of the Law, have specific citation formats. These usually involve the title of the
encyclopedia or restatement, the specific topic or section number, and the year of publication.
Footnotes will provide enough detail to locate the precise information within these comprehensive
resources.

Specific Considerations for Legal Briefs and Motions in
Chicago Style

While Chicago style is often associated with academic writing, its principles can be adapted for legal
briefs and motions, particularly when an institution or court specifies its use or when a high degree of
scholarly presentation is desired. The focus remains on clarity, accuracy, and providing robust support
for legal arguments.

Adapting Footnotes for Persuasive Writing

In legal briefs, footnotes are often used to provide citations but can also contain supplementary
arguments or explanations that do not fit within the main body. The Chicago style's emphasis on
detail ensures that even these supplementary points are well-supported. The primary goal is to
strengthen the legal argument by providing easy access to supporting authorities and background
information.

Ensuring Consistency in Legal Terminology

Regardless of the formatting style, consistent use of legal terminology is paramount in any legal
document. When applying Chicago style, ensure that legal terms are defined clearly and used
accurately throughout the document. This consistency, combined with precise formatting, enhances
the credibility and persuasiveness of your legal writing.



Jurisdictional Variations and Court Rules

It is crucial to remember that many courts have their own specific rules for brief and motion
formatting, which may supersede or supplement general style guides like Chicago. Always consult the
relevant court rules and local practice guides to ensure compliance. While Chicago style offers a
framework, legal professionals must remain aware of the authoritative rules governing their specific
jurisdiction.

FAQ

Q: What is the primary difference between Chicago style and
other legal citation styles like Bluebook?
A: The primary difference lies in their structure and emphasis. Bluebook is specifically designed for
legal documents and is highly prescriptive, often leading to complex citation formats. Chicago style,
while versatile, uses a footnote-and-bibliography system that is more common in academic and
historical writing, and while it can be adapted for legal documents, it is generally less exhaustive in its
coverage of legal-specific citation nuances compared to Bluebook.

Q: Can I use Chicago style for a law school research paper?
A: Yes, many law schools permit or even encourage the use of Chicago style for research papers,
especially those that require a more traditional academic approach. It is always best to confirm the
specific style requirements with your professor or the law school’s guidelines.

Q: How do I format my first footnote in Chicago style for a
legal case?
A: For the first footnote citation of a legal case in Chicago style, you would typically include the full
case name, the reporter citation (volume, abbreviation of reporter, page number), and the court and
year of decision. For example: Marbury v. Madison, 5 U.S. (1 Cranch) 137, 177 (1803).

Q: What is the rule for subsequent footnotes when citing the
same legal case multiple times in Chicago style?
A: For subsequent footnotes citing the same legal case, you can use a shortened form. This usually
includes the case name and the reporter citation, or even just the case name if it's unambiguous
within the context of the footnotes. For instance: Marbury, 5 U.S. at 177.

Q: Do I need a bibliography if I'm only using footnotes in my
Chicago style legal document?
A: While the core of Chicago style relies on footnotes, a bibliography is generally recommended,
especially for longer or more academic legal documents. It provides a consolidated list of all sources
consulted, offering readers a comprehensive overview of your research and facilitating further



investigation.

Q: How do I cite a statute in Chicago style?
A: Citing a statute in Chicago style involves providing the title or chapter number, the relevant
section(s), and the year of enactment or codification. For example: 18 U.S.C. § 1001 (2018). The
specific format can vary slightly based on the type of statute and jurisdiction.

Q: Is there a specific Chicago style manual for legal
documents?
A: The Chicago Manual of Style itself does not have a dedicated section solely for legal documents
that is as comprehensive as the Bluebook. However, it provides general principles and guidance that
can be adapted. For highly specialized legal citation, The Bluebook remains the standard in the U.S.
legal profession. Legal scholars often integrate Chicago's stylistic rules with specific legal citation
practices.

Q: What font and font size are recommended for legal
documents using Chicago style?
A: For Chicago style, a 12-point font size is standard, and a legible serif font like Times New Roman,
Garamond, or Palatino is highly recommended. This ensures readability for lengthy legal texts and
research papers.
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