
chicago manual of style legal citation
practices
Navigating Chicago Manual of Style Legal Citation Practices: A Comprehensive Guide

chicago manual of style legal citation practices are a critical component of scholarly legal
writing, ensuring clarity, consistency, and credibility in academic journals, law reviews, and other
legal publications. While many legal scholars and practitioners are familiar with the Bluebook,
understanding how the Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) approaches legal citations offers a valuable
alternative, particularly in interdisciplinary contexts or where specific journal guidelines diverge. This
comprehensive guide delves into the nuances of CMOS legal citation, exploring its foundational
principles, key differences from other citation styles, and practical application for citing statutes,
cases, secondary sources, and other legal materials. We will also examine the importance of
adherence to CMOS for maintaining academic integrity and facilitating effective legal discourse.
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Understanding the Chicago Manual of Style's Approach
to Legal Citations

The Chicago Manual of Style, in its extensive coverage of scholarly publishing, acknowledges the
unique demands of legal writing. While it doesn't dedicate an entire section solely to legal citation in
the way some specialized legal style guides do, it provides robust principles and examples that can be
effectively adapted for legal materials. This approach emphasizes clarity, conciseness, and reader
comprehension, aiming to integrate legal references seamlessly within a broader academic
framework. The manual's guidance often complements established legal citation practices by offering
a more flexible and principles-based methodology, which can be particularly beneficial when
navigating the complexities of diverse legal sources.



When legal scholars and practitioners encounter the need to cite legal authorities, the Chicago
Manual of Style offers a framework that prioritizes consistency and ease of use for a general academic
audience, while still accommodating the specificity required for legal texts. This dual focus means
that while the core principles are universal, the application to legal materials requires careful
attention to detail and a clear understanding of how CMOS guidelines intersect with the inherent
structures of legal sources. The manual's emphasis on clear prose and well-supported arguments
extends to its citation practices, underscoring the belief that citations are not merely bureaucratic
requirements but integral components of persuasive legal scholarship.

Core Principles of CMOS Legal Citation

At its heart, CMOS legal citation adheres to principles that promote clarity and efficiency. The manual
advocates for a consistent system, whether employing footnotes or endnotes, and prioritizes
providing readers with sufficient information to locate the cited source with minimal effort. This
involves accurately identifying the author, title, publication details, and specific location within the
source. For legal materials, this translates to identifying the court and date for cases, the legislative
body and year for statutes, and the publisher and date for secondary sources. The overarching goal is
to ensure that the citation itself does not become an obstacle to understanding the legal argument
being made.

One of the foundational tenets of CMOS is the importance of accuracy. Every piece of information in a
citation must be correct to avoid misleading the reader or undermining the credibility of the work.
This principle is especially crucial in legal writing, where precision can have significant implications.
CMOS also stresses the importance of economy in citation, meaning that citations should be as brief
as possible while still providing all necessary identifying information. This often involves using
standard abbreviations for court names and legal reporters, a practice that aligns with efficiency
without sacrificing clarity.

Furthermore, CMOS emphasizes the author's responsibility to ensure that their citations are
understandable to their intended audience. While legal scholars may be familiar with specialized legal
jargon and abbreviations, a broader academic readership might not be. Therefore, CMOS encourages
the use of readily understandable formats and, when necessary, the explanation of less common
abbreviations or terms. This commitment to reader accessibility guides the manual's
recommendations for presenting legal citations.

Key Differences Between CMOS and Other Legal
Citation Styles

The most significant difference between Chicago Manual of Style's approach to legal citation and
more traditional legal style guides, such as The Bluebook, lies in their scope and primary audience.
The Bluebook is an authoritative guide specifically designed for legal professionals and aims to
provide exhaustive rules for every conceivable legal citation scenario. It often employs a more
complex system of citation forms and specific abbreviations tailored to the legal profession.



CMOS, on the other hand, is a comprehensive guide for general academic and professional publishing.
While it offers guidance for citing legal materials, it does so within the broader context of its stylistic
principles. This means that CMOS might offer fewer hyper-specific rules for legal citations compared
to The Bluebook, encouraging a more adaptable and principles-based approach. For instance, CMOS
generally prefers using footnotes or endnotes for citations, a common practice in many academic
disciplines, whereas The Bluebook also extensively utilizes citations within the text and different
formats for different contexts.

Another key distinction is the emphasis on consistency. While The Bluebook aims for a singular, highly
detailed standard, CMOS provides flexibility as long as the chosen system is applied consistently
throughout the document. This can be advantageous when a specific publication or institution has
adopted CMOS but requires adaptations for legal materials. CMOS also tends to be more prescriptive
about the use of italics and other typographic conventions, which can differ from the more specialized
conventions found in legal citation guides. The manual's guidance often prioritizes a clean, readable
presentation that integrates smoothly with non-legal scholarly content.

Citing Primary Legal Sources According to CMOS

Citing primary legal sources is fundamental to legal scholarship. CMOS provides a framework for
accurately presenting these authoritative materials, ensuring that readers can readily identify and
access the law being discussed. This section will detail the methods for citing judicial opinions,
statutes, legislative materials, and administrative decisions.

Citing Judicial Opinions

When citing judicial opinions, CMOS generally requires identifying the case name, the reporter in
which the case can be found, and the specific page number. The case name should be italicized. For
instance, a footnote might read: "Marbury v. Madison, 5 U.S. (1 Cranch) 137 (1803)." The reporter
abbreviation is crucial for locating the case, and CMOS provides guidance on acceptable
abbreviations, often aligning with those used in legal practice. The court and year of decision are also
essential components of a complete citation.

When referring to a specific point within a case, the pinpoint citation is vital. This involves including
the page number where the relevant information appears. For example: "Miranda v. Arizona, 384 U.S.
436, 444 (1966)." When a case is cited multiple times within a document, CMOS allows for the use of
shortened forms for subsequent citations, which helps to avoid unnecessary repetition while still
maintaining clarity. These shortened forms typically include the case name and the pinpoint citation.

Citing Statutes and Codes

Citing statutes requires accuracy in identifying the official name of the statute, the relevant code or
compilation, and the section number. For example, to cite a federal statute, one might use: "Internal
Revenue Code § 1 (2018)." The year of the code or compilation is important for establishing the



operative version of the law. For state statutes, the structure will be similar, reflecting the specific
naming conventions of that state's legislative code.

CMOS emphasizes the importance of using the most authoritative version of a statute. This typically
means citing to the official code rather than unofficial compilations. When citing amendments or
specific legislative acts, the citation should reflect the act's title and year, along with the codified
section if applicable. For example: "The Civil Rights Act of 1964, Pub. L. No. 88-352, 78 Stat. 241
(codified as amended at 42 U.S.C. § 2000a et seq.)." This comprehensive approach ensures that
readers can pinpoint the exact legal provision being referenced.

Citing Legislative Materials

Citing legislative materials beyond statutes, such as congressional debates or committee reports,
requires careful attention to the source and date. For congressional debates, one would cite the
relevant volume of the Congressional Record, including the date and page number. For committee
reports, the citation would include the report number, the Congress, the session, and the page
number.

For instance, a citation to a committee report might appear as: "S. Rep. No. 110-123, at 5 (2007)."
The specific details help the reader locate the exact document within the legislative record. CMOS
provides guidance on the appropriate abbreviations for legislative bodies and publications to maintain
conciseness without sacrificing clarity. The goal is to provide a clear pathway for researchers to find
the legislative history or debate being referenced.

Citing Administrative Regulations and Decisions

Administrative regulations are typically found in the Code of Federal Regulations (CFR) or state
administrative codes. When citing a federal regulation, the citation should include the title and section
number of the CFR, along with the year of the publication. For example: "17 C.F.R. § 240.10b-5
(2023)." If the regulation has been amended, it is often beneficial to include the date of the
amendment or the most recent version available.

Administrative decisions, such as those from federal agencies, should be cited to the official reporter
or database where they can be found. This includes the name of the agency, the case name or docket
number, and the reporter and page number. For example: "In re Enron Corp., 87 SEC Docket 1234
(Oct. 20, 2005)." As with judicial opinions, pinpoint citations are essential for directing readers to the
specific passage within the decision.

Citing Secondary Legal Sources with CMOS

Secondary legal sources provide analysis and commentary on the law, serving as crucial resources for
understanding legal principles and arguments. CMOS offers clear guidelines for citing these materials,
ensuring that their contribution to the scholarly discourse is properly attributed and accessible.



Citing Law Review Articles and Journals

Citing law review articles follows a format similar to other journal articles. This typically includes the
author's name, the title of the article (in italics), the volume number of the journal, the journal's name
(often abbreviated), the first page of the article, and a pinpoint citation to the specific page
referenced. For example: "Jane Doe, The Future of AI Regulation, 125 Harv. L. Rev. 1800, 1815
(2012)." CMOS provides a list of acceptable abbreviations for many law reviews.

The specific formatting for journal titles and volume numbers may vary slightly depending on the
journal's editorial preferences, but CMOS provides a consistent baseline. It is important to ensure that
the title of the article is correctly transcribed and that the volume and page numbers are accurate to
facilitate easy retrieval by readers. When referring to subsequent citations of the same article,
shortened forms can be employed following CMOS principles.

Citing Books and Treatises

Citing legal books and treatises requires including the author's name, the title of the book (in italics),
the edition number (if applicable), the publication information (city and publisher), and the year of
publication. A pinpoint citation to the specific page or pages used is also essential. For example:
"Richard A. Posner, Economic Analysis of Law 31 (9th ed., Aspen Publishers 2014)."

If a particular section or chapter is being referenced, the citation should clearly indicate this. CMOS
advises on how to present bibliographical information for books to ensure clarity and completeness.
The edition number is particularly important for legal treatises, as legal scholarship and statutes
evolve, and knowing the specific edition used is crucial for understanding the context of the cited
material.

Citing Other Secondary Sources

This category can include a wide array of materials, such as legal encyclopedias, restatements of the
law, and professional reports. For restatements, one would cite the title of the restatement (e.g.,
Restatement (Third) of Torts), the specific section number, and the year of publication. For example:
"Restatement (Third) of Torts: Liab. for Physical & Emotional Harm § 1 (Am. Law Inst. 2012)."

When citing entries in legal encyclopedias like American Jurisprudence or Corpus Juris Secundum, the
citation would include the title of the encyclopedia, the volume number, the title of the topic, and the
section number. For example: "28 Am. Jur. 2d Estates § 15 (2017)." The key principle across all
secondary sources is to provide enough information for the reader to locate the exact source material
efficiently.



Footnotes vs. Endnotes in CMOS Legal Citation

The Chicago Manual of Style permits the use of both footnotes and endnotes for citations, with a
preference generally leaning towards footnotes for their immediate visibility to the reader. Footnotes
appear at the bottom of the page on which the citation is referenced, allowing readers to quickly
check the source without interrupting their reading flow. Endnotes, on the other hand, are compiled at
the end of the document, chapter, or book.

For legal scholarship, especially in law reviews or academic journals that adhere to CMOS, footnotes
are commonly employed. This practice aligns with the overall goal of CMOS to make scholarly
apparatus easily accessible. When using footnotes, the first citation to a source is typically a full
citation, providing all necessary bibliographical information. Subsequent citations to the same source
can then be shortened, as discussed previously, to avoid redundancy. The consistent application of
either footnotes or endnotes is paramount for maintaining the integrity of the citation system.

The choice between footnotes and endnotes may also be dictated by the specific publication's
guidelines. Regardless of the choice, the system must be applied uniformly throughout the work.
CMOS provides detailed guidance on formatting both footnotes and endnotes, including the use of
numerals, punctuation, and the inclusion of optional bibliographic information.

Common Pitfalls and Best Practices in CMOS Legal
Citation

One of the most common pitfalls in legal citation, regardless of the style guide, is simple inaccuracy.
Missing page numbers, incorrect case names, or misattributed statutes can significantly undermine
an argument. Adhering to the principles of accuracy emphasized by CMOS is crucial. This involves
meticulous proofreading and cross-referencing with original sources.

Another frequent issue is inconsistency. Failing to apply the chosen citation format uniformly
throughout a document can create confusion for readers and detract from the professionalism of the
work. Best practice dictates establishing a citation style early on and sticking to it rigorously. This
includes consistent use of abbreviations, capitalization, and punctuation.

A further challenge arises from the need to balance the specific requirements of legal citation with the
broader stylistic preferences of CMOS. While CMOS offers guidance, legal texts often necessitate
referencing specialized legal reporters and databases. It is essential to consult current editions of
CMOS and any specific journal guidelines to ensure compliance. Familiarity with common legal
abbreviations and their acceptable forms within the CMOS framework is also a valuable best practice.

Finally, understanding when to use a full citation versus a shortened form is key. CMOS encourages
economy in citations, but not at the expense of clarity. For first-time citations of a source, a full
citation is necessary. For subsequent references, a shortened form that clearly identifies the source
should be used. Practicing these principles will lead to more polished and authoritative legal writing.



In summary, the best practices for employing Chicago Manual of Style legal citation practices involve:

Meticulous attention to accuracy in all bibliographic details.

Consistent application of chosen citation formats (footnotes/endnotes, abbreviations,
punctuation).

Thorough understanding of the specific requirements for primary and secondary legal sources.

Utilizing shortened citations for subsequent references to avoid redundancy while maintaining
clarity.

Consulting the latest edition of the Chicago Manual of Style and any specific publication
guidelines.

Proofreading citations carefully to catch errors before publication.

The Importance of Adherence and Further Resources

Adhering to the Chicago Manual of Style's legal citation practices, alongside any specific journal
requirements, is not merely about following rules; it is about upholding academic integrity and
ensuring the clarity and credibility of legal scholarship. Proper citation demonstrates respect for
intellectual property, allows readers to verify claims, and contributes to the cumulative body of legal
knowledge. When legal arguments are built on clearly and accurately cited authorities, their
persuasiveness and impact are significantly enhanced.

For those seeking to deepen their understanding of CMOS legal citation, the primary resource is, of
course, the latest edition of The Chicago Manual of Style itself. Additionally, many law reviews and
academic institutions provide their own style guides or supplements that offer specific interpretations
and applications of CMOS to legal materials. Familiarity with these resources, coupled with diligent
practice and careful proofreading, will enable legal writers to navigate the complexities of CMOS legal
citation with confidence and precision, contributing to a more robust and accessible legal discourse.

FAQ

Q: What is the primary difference between citing legal sources
in The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) versus The Bluebook?
A: The primary difference lies in their scope and specificity. The Bluebook is a comprehensive guide
exclusively for legal citation, offering exhaustive rules for every legal source. CMOS is a broader style
guide for academic and professional publishing; while it includes guidance for legal citations, it is less
exhaustive than The Bluebook and encourages a more principles-based, adaptable approach, often
favoring footnotes or endnotes for all citations.



Q: Does CMOS provide specific abbreviations for all legal
reporters and court names?
A: CMOS provides guidance on abbreviations and often references standard legal abbreviations, but it
may not be as comprehensive as The Bluebook's extensive lists. Writers are encouraged to consult
the latest edition of CMOS for recommended abbreviations and to ensure consistency within their
work. If a specific legal abbreviation is not covered, it's best to use a clear, understandable form.

Q: Can I use The Bluebook for legal citations when my
institution or journal follows CMOS?
A: Generally, it is best to adhere strictly to the style guide specified by your institution or journal. If a
publication primarily follows CMOS but requires legal citations, it will usually provide specific
instructions or a supplementary guide that clarifies how to integrate legal sources within the CMOS
framework, often drawing from or adapting Bluebook principles in a CMOS-compatible manner.

Q: How does CMOS handle citing unpublished judicial opinions
or oral arguments?
A: CMOS recommends providing sufficient information for the reader to locate the source, which may
include the case name, court, date, and any available identifying number or docket information. For
unpublished opinions, it is crucial to note their unpublished status and provide details about where
they might be found, such as a specific database or a letter from the court.

Q: When citing statutes under CMOS, should I use official or
unofficial compilations?
A: CMOS, like most scholarly citation practices, generally recommends citing to the most official and
authoritative source available. For statutes, this typically means citing to the official codified version
(e.g., the United States Code for federal statutes or a state's official code) rather than unofficial
compilations, unless specifically instructed otherwise by publication guidelines.

Q: How does CMOS approach citations of international law or
foreign legal materials?
A: CMOS provides general principles for citing foreign legal materials, emphasizing clarity and
providing enough information for retrieval. It suggests looking for official translations or standard
citation practices in the relevant jurisdiction. For international law, specific treaties, conventions, or
case law would require accurate identification of the source, parties, and relevant citations.

Q: What is the recommended practice for citing electronic
legal sources in CMOS?
A: For electronic legal sources, CMOS emphasizes providing a stable URL or persistent identifier (like a



DOI) if available, along with the usual citation information. It's important to include the date of access
if the content is likely to change. CMOS generally prefers citing to the primary source if available,
even if accessed electronically.
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