
chicago style legal citations for case
law
Mastering Chicago Style Legal Citations for Case Law: A Comprehensive Guide

chicago style legal citations for case law are a fundamental component of
legal writing, ensuring accuracy, clarity, and credibility for anyone
referencing judicial decisions. This comprehensive guide delves into the
intricacies of citing court opinions using the Chicago Manual of Style's
legal citation conventions, often referred to as the "Bluebook" or similar
systems by legal professionals. Understanding these rules is crucial for law
students, attorneys, paralegals, and researchers to properly attribute
sources and allow readers to easily locate the original case. We will explore
the essential elements of a case citation, including identifying the parties,
volume and reporter, page numbers, and court. Furthermore, this article will
break down variations in citations for different jurisdictions and the
importance of subsequent history.
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Understanding the Core Components of Case Law
Citations

At its heart, a legal citation for case law serves as a precise address for a
specific judicial decision. It enables readers to find the exact source
material being discussed, which is paramount for verification and further
research. Without standardized citation practices, legal discourse would
devolve into ambiguity, hindering the progress of legal scholarship and
practice. Chicago style, while not as rigidly codified for legal citations as
some other academic styles, generally aligns with widely accepted legal
citation practices, often influenced by the authoritative Bluebook: A Uniform
System of Citation.

The purpose of a case citation extends beyond mere identification; it’s a
critical aspect of legal integrity. Attorneys and scholars rely on accurate
citations to build their arguments, support their claims, and demonstrate



thorough research. Inaccurate or incomplete citations can lead to confusion,
discredit an author's work, and even result in legal consequences if crucial
information is misrepresented or inaccessible.

Essential Elements of a Chicago Style Case
Citation

A complete and accurate citation to a case in Chicago style legal format
typically comprises several key pieces of information, each serving a
distinct purpose in pinpointing the decision. These elements, when assembled
correctly, form an unambiguous reference that legal professionals can readily
understand and use.

Identifying the Parties
The first and perhaps most intuitive element of a case citation is the
identification of the parties involved in the litigation. This usually
includes the plaintiff(s) and defendant(s). The names of the parties are
generally presented in an abbreviated form, often with the "v." (versus)
separating them. For example, in Roe v. Wade, "Roe" represents one party, and
"Wade" represents the opposing party. It is important to note that certain
common words, such as "The," "and," and abbreviations like "Co." or "Inc.,"
are often omitted from party names in citations for brevity and clarity,
unless omitting them would create ambiguity.

Volume and Reporter
Following the party names, the citation will specify the reporter volume in
which the case is published. Reporters are official or unofficial
compilations of court decisions. Each reporter is divided into volumes,
numbered sequentially. The name of the reporter itself is often abbreviated
according to established legal citation conventions. For instance, the United
States Reports is abbreviated as "U.S.," and the Supreme Court Reporter is
abbreviated as "S. Ct." The reporter volume is critical for locating the case
within a specific set of published decisions.

Page Number
Immediately after the reporter abbreviation and volume number, the citation
will indicate the specific page number where the case begins. This is often
referred to as the "reporter page." In some instances, particularly when
referencing a specific passage or quotation within the case, a "pinpoint
citation" or "jump cite" will also be included. This pinpoint citation
directs the reader to the exact page within the reporter where the referenced



material can be found, which is an indispensable tool for precise legal
research and argumentation.

Court and Year of Decision
The citation concludes with an indication of the court that rendered the
decision and the year in which the decision was made. This information is
typically enclosed in parentheses. Identifying the court is crucial because
different courts have varying levels of authority. The year of decision
provides important temporal context, as legal precedents can evolve over
time. For instance, a citation might end with "(S. Ct. 1973)" indicating a
decision by the Supreme Court of the United States in 1973.

Citing Federal Case Law

Citing federal case law involves adhering to specific conventions for
decisions from the United States Supreme Court, federal circuit courts of
appeals, and federal district courts. The structure of the citation provides
immediate clues about the level of the court and the jurisdiction.

United States Supreme Court Cases
Cases decided by the U.S. Supreme Court are considered the highest authority
in the federal system. They are typically cited to one of the official
reporters or a widely recognized unofficial reporter. The most common
official reporter is the United States Reports (U.S.). Unofficial reporters
include the Supreme Court Reporter (S. Ct.) and the Lawyer's Edition (L. Ed.
2d).

Format: Party Name(s), Volume Reporter Page (Court Year).

Example (Official): Marbury v. Madison, 5 U.S. (1 Cranch) 137 (1803).

Example (Unofficial): Miranda v. Arizona, 384 U.S. 436, 86 S. Ct. 1602,
16 L. Ed. 2d 694 (1966).

Federal Courts of Appeals Cases
Decisions from the U.S. Courts of Appeals are published in the Federal
Reporter series. There are thirteen numbered circuits, plus specialized
appellate courts.

Format: Party Name(s), Volume Federal Reporter Page (Circuit



Abbreviation Year).

Example: United States v. Jones, 987 F.3d 123 (2d Cir. 2020).

Federal District Courts Cases
Decisions from the U.S. District Courts are published in the Federal
Supplement series. These represent the trial courts of the federal system.

Format: Party Name(s), Volume Federal Supplement Page (District
Abbreviation Year).

Example: Smith v. City of Chicago, 456 F. Supp. 2d 789 (N.D. Ill. 2005).

Citing State Case Law

Citing state case law requires identifying the specific state court system
and its reporters. State courts have their own hierarchical structures, and
their decisions are published in state-specific reporters or regional
reporters that group decisions from multiple states.

State Supreme Court and Appellate Court Cases
Most states have a supreme court as their highest appellate court, and many
also have intermediate appellate courts. The reporters for these decisions
can be official or unofficial, with regional reporters being common for many
states.

Format: Party Name(s), Volume State Reporter Page (State Abbreviation
Year).

Example (Official - New York): Palsgraf v. Long Island R.R. Co., 248
N.Y. 339 (1928).

Example (Regional - California): People v. Smith, 123 Cal. App. 4th 789
(2010).

When a state's decisions are published in a regional reporter, such as the
Atlantic Reporter (A.) or the Pacific Reporter (P.2d), it is common practice
to cite to both the regional reporter and the state court abbreviation.



Regional Reporters
The National Reporter System divides the country into regional areas and
publishes state appellate court decisions within these regional reporters.
This system is a crucial tool for accessing case law from various states.

Example: Doe v. Roe, 567 N.E.2d 123 (Mass. 1990). (Here, N.E.2d refers
to the North Eastern Reporter, Second Series).

Variations and Special Considerations

Legal citation is not a one-size-fits-all endeavor. Various circumstances
necessitate modifications to the standard citation format to ensure accuracy
and clarity. These variations often arise from the nature of the source
material or the specific context in which it is being cited.

Unpublished Opinions
Not all judicial opinions are officially published. Unpublished opinions,
often designated as such by the court, may be available through specialized
databases or court records. Citing these requires careful attention to how
they are identified and where they can be accessed.

Per Curiam Opinions
A per curiam opinion is a decision from an appellate court that is issued by
the court as a whole, rather than being attributed to a specific judge. These
are cited like any other case, but the authoring judge is not identified.

Memoranda and Orders
Short decisions, such as memoranda or orders, may be cited differently, often
including specific language to indicate their nature and the court that
issued them.

Subsequent History and Parallel Citations

Legal cases can be reviewed by higher courts, leading to subsequent history
that is vital for understanding the full trajectory of a decision. Parallel
citations provide alternative sources for locating the same case, which can



be particularly helpful when different databases or reporters are available.

Subsequent History
When a case is appealed, affirmed, reversed, or remanded, this subsequent
history must be noted in the citation. This information clarifies whether the
original decision remains intact or has been modified by a higher court. For
instance, a case might be affirmed on appeal, meaning the appellate court
agreed with the lower court's decision.

Parallel Citations
In many jurisdictions, a case may be published in more than one reporter.
Providing parallel citations allows readers to access the case through
whichever reporter they have available. This is especially common when citing
a case that appears in both an official state reporter and a regional
reporter.

Short Form Citations

Once a case has been fully cited, subsequent references to the same case can
be made using short form citations. This convention is employed to avoid
redundancy and improve the readability of legal documents, particularly in
lengthy briefs or articles.

When to Use Short Form
Short form citations are appropriate when referring to a case that has
already been cited in full earlier in the same document. This maintains a
clear link to the previously identified case without requiring the reader to
re-examine the complete citation.

Elements of Short Form Citations
A typical short form citation includes the last name of the first party,
followed by the page number where the material is found, and often includes
an abbreviation indicating the court and year if it differs from what is
obvious from the context. For instance, "id." is used to refer to the
immediately preceding citation.

Example: Marbury, 5 U.S. at 140.

Example using id.: Id. at 141.



Tools and Resources for Legal Citation

While mastering legal citation requires diligence, various tools and
resources can assist in ensuring accuracy. Familiarity with these resources
can significantly streamline the citation process.

Legal Citation Manuals
The primary authority for legal citation in the United States is The
Bluebook: A Uniform System of Citation. Many law schools also publish their
own style guides or citation manuals that offer practical guidance and
examples tailored to specific academic or professional contexts.

Online Legal Databases
Databases like Westlaw and LexisNexis are indispensable tools for legal
research. They not only provide access to case law but often include features
that assist with generating citations, flagging cases with negative
subsequent history, and ensuring accurate formatting.

Citation Management Software
For extensive legal writing projects, citation management software can be
invaluable. These tools help organize sources, generate bibliographies, and
ensure consistent citation formatting throughout a document. While not as
prevalent in purely legal contexts as in other academic fields, they can
still offer benefits for complex research.

FAQ

Q: What is the primary difference between citing
federal and state case law in Chicago style?
A: The primary difference lies in the reporters used and the abbreviations
for the courts. Federal case law is cited to reporters like the United States
Reports, Federal Reporter, and Federal Supplement, while state case law is
cited to state-specific reporters or regional reporters like the Atlantic
Reporter or Pacific Reporter.



Q: When should I use a pinpoint citation (jump cite)
in a Chicago style legal citation?
A: You should use a pinpoint citation whenever you are referencing a specific
passage, quotation, or argument within a case. It directs the reader to the
exact page within the reporter where the relevant information is located,
ensuring precision.

Q: How do I handle cases that have been overturned
or reversed when citing them in Chicago style?
A: You must indicate the subsequent history of the case. If a case has been
overturned or reversed, you should include that information immediately after
the original citation, often in parentheses, to inform the reader that the
original decision is no longer controlling precedent.

Q: What is the purpose of a parallel citation in
Chicago style legal citations?
A: A parallel citation provides an alternative source where the case can be
found. This is common when a case is published in both an official state
reporter and a regional reporter, allowing the reader to access the case
through the most convenient resource.

Q: Are there specific rules for abbreviating court
names in Chicago style legal citations?
A: Yes, the Chicago Manual of Style, like the Bluebook, provides specific
rules for abbreviating court names and other terms within legal citations.
These abbreviations are standardized to ensure brevity and clarity for legal
professionals.

Q: What is the role of "The Bluebook" in Chicago
style legal citations for case law?
A: While Chicago style is a broad citation system, legal citations typically
follow conventions heavily influenced by "The Bluebook: A Uniform System of
Citation." The Bluebook is the authoritative guide for legal citation in the
United States, and its rules are generally adopted or adapted by legal
writing adhering to Chicago style principles.

Q: How do I cite an unpublished opinion in Chicago



style?
A: Citing unpublished opinions requires noting their unpublished status and
providing information on where they can be found, such as a specific database
or court file number, as official reporters do not contain them.

Q: What is the significance of the year in a Chicago
style legal citation?
A: The year of decision is crucial because it provides temporal context for
the legal principle being cited. Case law evolves, and knowing when a
decision was rendered helps readers understand its current precedential value
and how it fits within the broader legal landscape.
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