
citing legal sources chicago style
citing legal sources chicago style is an essential skill for anyone engaging with legal scholarship,
whether you are a law student, a legal professional, or a researcher in a related field. Adhering to a
consistent citation style ensures clarity, credibility, and proper attribution, preventing plagiarism and
allowing readers to easily locate the sources you have consulted. This comprehensive guide will delve
into the intricacies of the Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) as applied to legal citations, covering
everything from basic principles to the nuances of citing various legal documents. We will explore the
foundational elements, the differences between footnote and bibliography styles, and the specific
formats for primary and secondary legal sources. Understanding these elements is crucial for
producing polished and authoritative legal writing.
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Understanding the Basics of Chicago Style for Legal
Sources

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) offers a robust framework for academic and professional writing,
and its application to legal sources requires careful attention to detail. While CMOS does not have a
dedicated legal citation chapter akin to the Bluebook, it provides guidelines that can be adapted for
legal materials, particularly for scholars not working within the strict confines of traditional legal
journals that mandate the Bluebook. The fundamental principle is to provide enough information for
the reader to identify and locate the cited source with ease.

Key elements of a Chicago style citation for legal sources typically include the author (if applicable),
title of the work, publication information (court, date, reporter volume and page for cases; publisher
and date for books and articles), and specific pinpoint references (page numbers, section numbers).
Consistency is paramount. Once you choose a method for citing a particular type of source, you must
maintain that method throughout your document. This ensures a professional and scholarly
presentation.

Footnotes vs. Bibliography: Choosing Your Approach

The Chicago Manual of Style famously offers two primary systems of citation: the Notes and
Bibliography system and the Author-Date system. For legal sources, the Notes and Bibliography
system is overwhelmingly the most common and practical choice. This system utilizes footnotes or



endnotes to cite sources within the text and a bibliography at the end of the work to list all sources
consulted.

The Notes and Bibliography System for Legal Materials
In the Notes and Bibliography system, the first citation of a source in a footnote will be full and
complete. Subsequent citations to the same source will be shortened, often using only the author's
last name, a shortened title, and a pinpoint reference. This system is particularly well-suited for legal
writing as it allows for extensive commentary and explanation within the footnotes themselves, which
can be crucial for clarifying legal arguments or providing context for citations. The bibliography then
serves as a comprehensive list of all works cited, alphabetized by author's last name.

When to Use the Author-Date System (and why it's less
common for legal)
The Author-Date system, which uses in-text parenthetical citations with author and date, followed by
a reference list, is generally less favored for legal scholarship. This is because legal citations often
require more detail than a simple author-date format can provide, such as the court and specific
reporter for case law. While not impossible to adapt, it can lead to cumbersome in-text citations and
may not provide the necessary specificity for legal analysis.

Citing Primary Legal Sources in Chicago Style

Primary legal sources are the bedrock of legal research and writing. These include statutes,
constitutions, cases, and regulations. Each type requires a specific format when citing under the
Chicago Manual of Style, adapted for legal precision.

Citing Case Law
Citing court cases is a fundamental aspect of legal Chicago style. The goal is to identify the case
uniquely and provide access to its decision. A typical citation for a published court opinion includes
the case name, the volume number of the reporter, the abbreviation of the reporter, the first page
number of the case, and a pinpoint citation to the specific page(s) being referenced, followed by the
court and the year of the decision in parentheses.

Case Name (italicized)

Reporter Volume Number

Reporter Abbreviation

First Page of the Case

Pinpoint Page Number(s)



Court Name

Year of Decision

For example, a footnote citation for a U.S. Supreme Court case might look like this: Marbury v.
Madison, 5 U.S. (1 Cranch) 137, 177 (1803).

Citing Statutes and Constitutions
Citing legislative acts (statutes) and constitutions requires referencing the official code or compilation
where they can be found. For federal statutes, this often means citing the United States Code (U.S.C.).
For state statutes, it will be the relevant state code.

Title Number (if applicable)

Abbreviation of the Code

Section Number

Year of the Code Edition

For example, a footnote citation for a federal statute could be: 15 U.S.C. § 1601 (2018).

Constitutions are typically cited by referencing the document itself and the relevant article and
section. For example, U.S. Const. art. I, § 8.

Citing Administrative Regulations
Administrative regulations, issued by government agencies, are found in specific compilations. The
Code of Federal Regulations (C.F.R.) is the primary source for federal regulations.

Title Number

Abbreviation of the C.F.R.

Section Number

Year of the C.F.R. Edition

For instance, a citation might appear as: 17 C.F.R. § 240.10b-5 (2023).

Citing Secondary Legal Sources in Chicago Style

Secondary legal sources provide analysis and commentary on primary legal materials. These include



law review articles, books, treatises, and legal encyclopedias. Their citation in Chicago style follows
more general academic citation principles, with specific adaptations for legal context.

Citing Law Review Articles
Law review articles are a common form of secondary legal scholarship. A footnote citation typically
includes the author's name, the title of the article (in quotation marks), the volume number of the
journal, the journal's abbreviation (or full name), the first page number of the article, and a pinpoint
citation to the specific page(s).

Author's Full Name

"Title of Article"

Volume Number

Journal Abbreviation or Name

First Page Number

Pinpoint Page Number(s)

Example: Jane Doe, "The Evolution of Contract Law," 110 Harv. L. Rev. 567, 575 (2022).

Citing Legal Books and Treatises
Books and treatises provide in-depth discussion of legal topics. Their citation format is similar to
general book citations but may include specific volume or edition information relevant to legal
research.

Author's Full Name

Title of Book

Volume Number (if applicable)

Page Number(s)

(Publisher, Year)

Example: Richard A. Posner, Economic Analysis of Law, 9th ed., 45 (Aspen Publishers, 2014).

Citing Other Secondary Sources (e.g., Encyclopedias,



Websites)
Legal encyclopedias like Corpus Juris Secundum (C.J.S.) or American Jurisprudence (Am. Jur.) can be
cited using a format similar to articles or books, identifying the encyclopedia, title, and section
number.

Title of Encyclopedia

Title of Article (in quotation marks or italicized as per publisher style)

Section Number

Volume Number (if applicable)

Page Number (if applicable)

Example: 1B Am. Jur. 2d Administrative Law § 102 (2022).

When citing reputable legal websites that are not primary sources, follow general CMOS guidelines for
web content, ensuring the URL and access date are provided if the content is likely to change.

Advanced Considerations for Legal Citations

Beyond the fundamental types of sources, legal Chicago style requires attention to several advanced
considerations to ensure accuracy and completeness in your citations. These often involve variations
in source material or specific stylistic choices that impact how a citation is presented.

Shortened Citations and Subsequent References
As mentioned, the Notes and Bibliography system employs shortened citations for subsequent
references to a source already cited in full. This is crucial for maintaining readability and avoiding
redundancy. The exact format for shortened citations can vary slightly, but generally includes the
author's last name, a shortened version of the title, and the pinpoint page number.

Author's Last Name

Shortened Title (italicized if the full title was italicized)

Pinpoint Page Number

For example, after a full citation for Richard Posner's book, a subsequent citation might be: Posner,
Economic Analysis of Law, 112.



Citing Unpublished or Unavailable Materials
Sometimes, legal research may involve citing materials that are not readily available in published
form, such as court filings, briefs, or unpublished opinions. In these instances, providing as much
identifying information as possible, including the document title, parties involved, court, date, and
location where the document can be accessed (e.g., court clerk's office, specific database with
accession number), is critical.

International Legal Sources
Citing international legal sources, such as treaties, international court decisions, or foreign statutes,
will require consulting CMOS or specialized international citation guides. The general principle
remains: provide sufficient detail for precise identification and retrieval, adapting the core elements of
source name, author, date, and specific location.

Practical Tips for Accurate Chicago Style Legal Citation

Achieving accuracy in citing legal sources using Chicago style is an ongoing process that benefits
from consistent practice and attention to detail. Implementing a few practical strategies can
significantly streamline this task and enhance the quality of your legal writing.

Utilize Citation Management Tools Wisely
While citation management tools like Zotero, Mendeley, or EndNote can be invaluable for organizing
research and generating bibliographies, it's essential to understand that they are not infallible,
especially with specialized legal formats. Always review the generated citations for accuracy against
the Chicago Manual of Style guidelines. These tools are best used as assistants, not replacements for
careful checking.

Consult the Official Chicago Manual of Style and Legal
Resources
The definitive authority is always the latest edition of The Chicago Manual of Style. For legal specifics,
especially when dealing with a wide array of primary source materials, it's also highly beneficial to
consult resources that specifically address legal citation within a Chicago framework, such as style
guides developed by law schools or experienced legal scholars. Familiarity with common
abbreviations for legal reporters and terms is also indispensable.

Proofread Meticulously
The final and arguably most critical step is meticulous proofreading. Errors in citations can undermine
your credibility. Double-check every footnote and bibliography entry against your source material.
Ensure consistency in formatting, capitalization, and punctuation. Pay particular attention to page



numbers, dates, and names of cases, statutes, and authors. A fresh pair of eyes reviewing your
citations can also be immensely helpful.

Start Early and Be Consistent
Don't leave citation formatting until the last minute. Develop a habit of citing your sources as you
research and write. This proactive approach prevents the daunting task of tracking down missing
information or correcting numerous errors later. Maintaining consistency from the outset will save
considerable time and effort in the long run, ensuring your legal Chicago style citations are both
accurate and professional.

---

Q: What is the primary difference between citing legal sources
in Chicago style versus the Bluebook?
A: The Bluebook is a highly specialized and prescriptive citation manual specifically for legal writing in
the United States, with detailed rules for every conceivable legal document. The Chicago Manual of
Style (CMOS) offers general academic citation guidelines that can be adapted for legal sources,
particularly in non-traditional legal publications or academic legal scholarship where extreme
specificity might not be required, or where a Notes and Bibliography system is preferred. CMOS is
more flexible and less prescriptive than the Bluebook.

Q: Can I use the Author-Date system from Chicago style for
legal sources?
A: While the Chicago Manual of Style technically includes an Author-Date system, it is rarely used for
legal sources. This is because legal citation requires a high degree of specificity, including court
names, reporter volumes, and precise dates, which are often too cumbersome to fit into a typical in-
text parenthetical citation of the Author-Date style. The Notes and Bibliography system, with its
footnotes or endnotes, is the standard for legal Chicago style.

Q: How do I cite a U.S. Supreme Court case in Chicago style?
A: A typical Chicago style footnote citation for a U.S. Supreme Court case includes the case name
(italicized), the volume and abbreviation of the official reporter (e.g., U.S. for United States Reports),
the first page of the case, a pinpoint citation to the specific page, and the court and year of decision
in parentheses. For example: Miranda v. Arizona, 384 U.S. 436, 444 (1966).

Q: What information is essential for citing a federal statute in
Chicago style?
A: When citing a federal statute in Chicago style, you typically need the title number (if applicable),
the abbreviation of the United States Code (U.S.C.), the section number, and the year of the code
edition. For instance: 15 U.S.C. § 1601 (2018). Subsequent references will be shortened.



Q: How do I handle subsequent citations to the same legal
source in Chicago style?
A: In the Notes and Bibliography system, subsequent citations to a source already cited in full are
shortened. Generally, this involves using the author's last name, a shortened version of the title
(italicized if the full title was italicized), and the pinpoint page number. For example: Posner,
Economic Analysis of Law, 112.

Q: Are there specific abbreviations for legal reporters in
Chicago style?
A: Yes, while CMOS doesn't dictate a specific set of legal abbreviations as rigidly as the Bluebook, it
acknowledges standard abbreviations for legal reporters. Common examples include "U.S." for United
States Reports, "S. Ct." for Supreme Court Reporter, "F.3d" for Federal Reporter, Third Series, and
"P.3d" for Pacific Reporter, Third Series. Consistency in using these abbreviations is key.

Q: What if I need to cite an unpublished court opinion or
document?
A: For unpublished or unavailable materials, the goal is to provide enough information for the reader
to locate it. This includes the case name, the court that issued the opinion, the date, and any
identifying numbers (like a docket number or filing date) and where it can be accessed. CMOS
recommends providing a descriptive title or case name and any relevant identifying information.

Q: How should I format the bibliography entry for a legal book
in Chicago style?
A: A bibliography entry for a legal book in Chicago style typically includes the author's full name, the
title of the book (italicized), the edition (if not the first), the publisher, and the year of publication. For
example: Posner, Richard A. Economic Analysis of Law. 9th ed. Aspen Publishers, 2014.
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