
chicago manual for political science
literature review
The Chicago Manual for Political Science Literature Review is an essential guide for any scholar
navigating the complex landscape of academic writing in this discipline. Understanding its principles
is crucial for constructing a robust, well-supported, and impactful literature review. This article delves
into the intricacies of applying the Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) to the specific demands of political
science literature reviews, covering everything from citation methods to structural considerations and
thematic analysis. We will explore how to effectively identify, synthesize, and critically evaluate
existing scholarship, ensuring your review contributes meaningfully to the broader academic
discourse. Furthermore, we will address common challenges and provide practical strategies for
overcoming them, all within the framework of CMOS guidelines.
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Understanding the Purpose of a Political Science
Literature Review
A political science literature review serves a multifaceted purpose within academic research. At its
core, it's not merely a summary of what others have written; rather, it's a critical analysis and
synthesis of existing scholarly work relevant to a specific research question or topic. It demonstrates
the author's comprehensive understanding of the field, identifies gaps in current knowledge, and
establishes the theoretical and empirical foundation for their own research. A well-executed literature
review situates the present study within a broader intellectual context, highlighting its significance
and originality.

The review plays a crucial role in shaping research design. By understanding what has already been
investigated, researchers can refine their hypotheses, develop appropriate methodologies, and avoid
duplicating existing efforts. It helps to define the scope of the research and to articulate the specific
contribution the current study aims to make. Moreover, it provides readers with a roadmap to the
existing scholarship, enabling them to grasp the evolution of ideas and the major debates within a
subfield of political science.

The Chicago Manual of Style and its Relevance
The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) is a widely respected and comprehensive style guide that
governs academic writing, particularly in the humanities and social sciences. For political science



literature reviews, its principles are paramount for ensuring clarity, consistency, and academic rigor.
CMOS provides detailed instructions on formatting, grammar, punctuation, and, most importantly, the
methods for documenting sources, which is a cornerstone of any literature review.

Specifically, CMOS offers two distinct citation systems: the notes-bibliography system and the author-
date system. While the notes-bibliography system, using footnotes or endnotes, is common in history
and some humanities, the author-date system is often preferred in social sciences like political
science due to its conciseness in the text. Regardless of the chosen system, adherence to CMOS
ensures that readers can easily locate the original sources, thereby lending credibility to the review
and the research it supports. The meticulous attention to detail in CMOS prevents plagiarism and
fosters intellectual honesty.

Choosing Between Notes-Bibliography and Author-Date
Systems
The decision between the notes-bibliography and author-date systems within CMOS often depends on
disciplinary conventions or specific journal requirements. For political science literature reviews, the
author-date system is frequently favored because it allows for in-text citations (e.g., (Smith 2020, 15))
that are less disruptive to the flow of the prose than extensive footnotes or endnotes. This system
directly links the claims made in the review to their originating source within the body of the text,
making it easier for readers to track arguments and their supporting evidence.

The notes-bibliography system, while less common for general political science literature reviews, can
be useful for certain types of analyses or when extensive explanatory notes are beneficial. If an
author chooses this system, they must ensure that all substantive notes are clearly distinguished
from bibliographic entries, and that the referencing is consistent throughout the entire document.
Whichever system is adopted, the critical element is unwavering consistency in its application, a
principle strongly emphasized by the Chicago Manual of Style.

Identifying and Selecting Relevant Literature
The initial stage of crafting a political science literature review involves a systematic and strategic
approach to identifying and selecting the most relevant scholarly works. This process begins with a
clear understanding of the research question or topic. Keywords derived from the research question
become the starting point for searches in academic databases, library catalogs, and specialized
political science search engines.

Beyond simple keyword searches, researchers should employ advanced search techniques, such as
Boolean operators (AND, OR, NOT) and truncation, to refine their results. Exploring the bibliographies
of key articles and books can lead to seminal works and influential scholars in the field. Paying
attention to citation counts can also help identify highly cited and therefore influential pieces of
research, though this should not be the sole criterion for inclusion. The goal is to gather a
comprehensive, yet manageable, collection of literature that directly addresses the research problem.

Key Databases and Search Strategies
Effective literature identification in political science relies on proficiency with a range of academic
databases. Prominent resources include JSTOR, Project MUSE, Google Scholar, Web of Science,



Scopus, and specialized political science databases like Worldwide Political Science Abstracts. These
platforms offer sophisticated search functionalities that allow users to filter by publication date,
subject area, methodology, and other crucial parameters.

When employing these databases, it's beneficial to start with broader terms and then narrow the
focus. For instance, if researching democratic transitions, one might begin with "democracy" and
"transition," then add more specific terms like "post-communist," "Latin America," or "institutional
design." Critically evaluating search results involves looking at abstracts, introductions, and
conclusions to quickly ascertain relevance. A well-chosen set of search terms, combined with a
methodical exploration of these databases, forms the bedrock of a strong literature review.

Evaluating the Credibility and Significance of Sources
Not all scholarly works are created equal. A crucial part of the selection process involves critically
evaluating the credibility and significance of each potential source. Peer-reviewed journal articles and
books published by reputable academic presses are generally considered the most authoritative.
Researchers should assess the author's credentials, the publication venue's reputation, and the
methodology employed in the research.

The significance of a source is determined by its contribution to the existing body of knowledge. Does
it present groundbreaking theories, offer novel empirical evidence, or critically engage with
established debates? A literature review should prioritize works that are central to the topic, even if
they represent different theoretical perspectives or methodological approaches. It's also important to
consider the timeliness of the research; while seminal works are important, recent scholarship often
reflects current theoretical developments and empirical findings.

Structuring Your Political Science Literature Review
A well-structured literature review is essential for guiding the reader through the complex terrain of
existing scholarship. The structure should not be a mere chronological recounting of publications but
rather a thematic or conceptual organization that highlights the evolution of ideas, key debates, and
areas of consensus or contention. The goal is to build a coherent narrative that logically leads to the
author's own research question and proposed contribution.

Common organizational structures include thematic, methodological, chronological, and theoretical
approaches. A thematic structure groups studies by common themes or subtopics, allowing for a
detailed examination of specific aspects of the research area. A methodological structure might
compare studies based on their research designs or data collection methods. Thematic organization is
often the most effective for political science literature reviews, as it allows for a deeper exploration of
the conceptual landscape.

Thematic Organization
Thematic organization is highly recommended for political science literature reviews because it allows
for a nuanced analysis of how different scholars have approached specific aspects of a broader
research problem. Instead of simply listing studies, this approach synthesizes findings around key
concepts, debates, or theoretical frameworks. For example, a review on the causes of civil war might
be structured around themes such as economic grievances, political exclusion, ethnic divisions, and
state capacity.



Within each thematic section, the author can then discuss how various scholars have defined these
themes, the evidence they have used, and the conclusions they have drawn. This allows for a
comparative analysis, highlighting areas of agreement and disagreement. Such a structure helps to
reveal the intellectual architecture of the field and to clearly delineate the gaps that the current
research intends to fill.

Chronological Organization (When Applicable)
While thematic organization is often preferred, a chronological approach can be valuable when tracing
the historical development of a particular theory, concept, or debate within political science. This
structure is particularly useful for understanding how ideas have evolved over time, how earlier
studies have influenced later ones, and how the field has responded to new empirical or theoretical
challenges. It can provide a clear narrative of intellectual progress or shifts in scholarly consensus.

However, a purely chronological review can become a simple recounting of publications without
sufficient analytical depth. To mitigate this, chronological sections should still be organized
thematically within broader time periods, or authors should explicitly discuss how developments in
one period laid the groundwork for or reacted against research in another. The key is to maintain an
analytical focus rather than a descriptive one.

Synthesizing and Analyzing the Literature
Moving beyond mere summarization, synthesis and analysis are the critical intellectual work of a
literature review. Synthesis involves weaving together findings from multiple sources to create a
coherent understanding of the current state of knowledge. Analysis involves critically evaluating the
strengths and weaknesses of existing research, identifying gaps, and highlighting areas of
controversy or consensus. This analytical depth is what distinguishes a superior literature review.

The process of synthesis requires identifying patterns, trends, and contradictions across studies. It
involves grouping similar arguments, comparing different methodologies, and assessing the validity of
various findings. Analysis then builds upon this synthesis by offering an interpretation of the
literature, pointing out its limitations, and suggesting directions for future research. A strong review
demonstrates critical engagement, not just passive reception of existing scholarship.

Identifying Themes, Debates, and Gaps
A central objective of synthesis is to identify the major themes that permeate the literature, the
prominent debates that divide scholars, and the significant gaps that remain unaddressed. By
grouping studies around these elements, the review provides a clear and organized overview of the
intellectual landscape. For instance, in a review on international cooperation, one might identify
themes like the role of international institutions, the impact of economic interdependence, and the
influence of domestic politics.

The identification of debates involves showcasing contrasting viewpoints and explaining the
theoretical or empirical basis for these disagreements. For example, a debate might exist between
realist and liberal perspectives on the causes of interstate conflict. Gaps, conversely, represent areas
where research is scarce or entirely absent. These can be conceptual (a lack of theoretical
frameworks), empirical (a lack of data or case studies), or methodological (a reliance on limited
research designs). Highlighting these gaps is crucial as it directly justifies the need for the author's



own research.

Critically Evaluating Methodologies and Findings
A sophisticated literature review goes beyond describing what scholars have found and delves into
how they found it and the implications of their methodologies. Critically evaluating methodologies
involves assessing their appropriateness for the research questions, their internal validity, and their
external generalizability. For example, one might question whether a qualitative case study is
sufficient to draw broad conclusions or whether a quantitative analysis is susceptible to omitted
variable bias.

Similarly, the findings themselves must be subjected to scrutiny. Are the conclusions well-supported
by the evidence presented? Are there alternative explanations for the observed results? Is there a
consensus among scholars regarding these findings, or are they subject to ongoing debate? This
critical engagement demonstrates a deep understanding of the research process and the complexities
of generating knowledge in political science, and it sets the stage for the author to position their own
work as a valuable contribution.

Citing Sources Accurately Using Chicago Style
The accurate and consistent citation of sources is non-negotiable in academic writing, and the
Chicago Manual of Style provides comprehensive guidelines for this crucial task. Whether employing
the notes-bibliography or author-date system, adherence to CMOS ensures that the author gives due
credit to original thinkers and allows readers to verify information and explore sources further. For a
political science literature review, meticulous citation is a hallmark of scholarly integrity.

Beyond the fundamental mechanics of citation, CMOS also provides guidance on how to integrate
source material smoothly into the text, whether through direct quotation, paraphrase, or summary.
The goal is to use citations to support arguments and evidence, not to disrupt the flow of the
narrative. Precision in citing helps to build credibility and avoid accusations of plagiarism, which can
have severe academic consequences.

In-Text Citations (Author-Date System)
The author-date system, commonly used in political science, requires in-text citations that typically
include the author's last name, the year of publication, and, if directly quoting or referring to a
specific passage, the page number. For example, a citation might appear as (Jones 2018, 45). When
referencing the author's name within the sentence, only the year and page number are needed in
parentheses: Jones (2018, 45) argues that.

CMOS provides specific rules for handling multiple authors, works from the same author in the same
year, and indirect sources. It is essential to consult the manual for precise formatting of these
common scenarios. The bibliography at the end of the paper, formatted according to CMOS
guidelines, provides the full bibliographic details for each in-text citation, allowing readers to easily
locate the source.



Bibliography Formatting
The bibliography is a critical component of any Chicago-style document, providing a comprehensive
list of all sources cited within the text. For the author-date system, the bibliography is typically
arranged alphabetically by author's last name. Each entry must contain complete bibliographic
information, including author(s), title, publication details (publisher, journal name, volume, issue,
date), and page numbers for articles or chapters.

CMOS offers detailed instructions for formatting various types of sources, including books, journal
articles, book chapters, websites, and government documents. Consistency is key; all entries in the
bibliography must follow the same format. For instance, book titles are typically italicized, while
article titles are enclosed in quotation marks. Properly formatted bibliographies enhance the
professional appearance of the literature review and demonstrate attention to detail.

Common Challenges in Writing Literature Reviews
Despite understanding the principles, many scholars encounter significant challenges when
undertaking the task of writing a political science literature review. These can range from the sheer
volume of literature to difficulties in synthesis, analysis, and maintaining objectivity. Recognizing
these common hurdles is the first step toward overcoming them and producing a high-quality review.

One of the most frequent challenges is feeling overwhelmed by the amount of published material.
Another is the struggle to move beyond simply summarizing each source to truly synthesizing and
analyzing the collective body of knowledge. Maintaining a critical distance and avoiding bias can also
be a challenge, particularly when engaging with research that contradicts one's own initial
assumptions.

Overcoming Information Overload
The vastness of academic literature can be daunting. To manage information overload, researchers
should begin with a clearly defined research question and a focused scope. Utilizing advanced search
strategies and limiting the search to peer-reviewed articles from reputable journals and university
presses can help. Creating an annotated bibliography as sources are reviewed can aid in retaining key
information and assessing relevance, thereby serving as a pre-synthesis tool.

Furthermore, developing a system for organizing and categorizing sources is crucial. This could
involve using reference management software or creating spreadsheets that track authors, themes,
methodologies, and key findings. By systematically managing the literature, researchers can maintain
control and avoid feeling submerged in the sheer volume of information.

Achieving Analytical Depth
A common pitfall is producing a literature review that reads like an annotated bibliography, where
each source is described in isolation. To achieve analytical depth, scholars must constantly ask critical
questions: How do these studies relate to each other? What are the underlying theoretical
assumptions? What are the methodological strengths and weaknesses? What are the key areas of
agreement and disagreement?

Synthesis is achieved by identifying overarching themes and patterns, demonstrating how different



studies contribute to a broader understanding of the topic. Analysis involves going a step further by
evaluating the quality of the research, identifying limitations, and articulating what is still unknown.
This requires engaging with the literature critically, not just descriptively, to demonstrate mastery of
the subject matter and to effectively position one's own research contribution.

Strategies for a Stronger Literature Review
Producing a compelling political science literature review requires more than just diligent research; it
demands a strategic approach to writing and organization. By implementing specific strategies,
scholars can elevate their reviews from competent summaries to insightful analyses that significantly
contribute to the academic discourse. These strategies focus on clarity, critical engagement, and
effective communication of the research landscape.

Developing a clear outline before writing is paramount. This provides a roadmap for the review,
ensuring a logical flow and thematic coherence. Active reading, where the scholar engages critically
with the text by annotating, questioning, and comparing ideas, is also essential. Finally, seeking
feedback from peers or mentors can offer valuable insights into areas that may need further
development or clarification.

Developing a Clear Outline
Before embarking on the writing process, creating a detailed outline is an indispensable strategy. This
outline should reflect the chosen organizational structure (e.g., thematic) and map out the key
arguments and subtopics to be covered in each section. It acts as a blueprint, ensuring that the
review progresses logically from one point to the next and that all essential aspects of the literature
are addressed.

The outline helps to maintain focus and prevent digressions. It allows the author to see the "big
picture" and to ensure that the review builds a coherent narrative that culminates in the identification
of research gaps and the justification for the author's own study. A well-structured outline is the
foundation upon which a strong and persuasive literature review is built.

Engaging in Active Reading and Critical Thinking
Active reading involves more than passively consuming information; it means engaging critically with
the text. This involves asking questions, making connections between different sources, identifying
assumptions, and evaluating arguments. Annotating texts, taking detailed notes, and summarizing
key points in one's own words are all part of active reading.

When synthesizing and analyzing, scholars must think critically about the literature. This means
identifying the strengths and weaknesses of different studies, recognizing potential biases, and
understanding the theoretical and empirical implications of various findings. The goal is to move
beyond simply reporting what others have said to interpreting and evaluating their contributions,
thereby demonstrating a deep understanding of the field and paving the way for original research.

---
FAQ



Q: What is the primary role of a political science literature
review according to the Chicago Manual?
A: The Chicago Manual of Style itself doesn't dictate the role of a literature review, but it provides the
framework for its execution. In political science, the primary role, guided by CMOS principles of
accuracy and clarity, is to critically survey, synthesize, and evaluate existing scholarly work relevant
to a specific research question, identify gaps in knowledge, and establish the foundation for new
research.

Q: Does the Chicago Manual specify which citation system is
best for political science literature reviews?
A: The Chicago Manual of Style offers two systems: notes-bibliography and author-date. While the
manual itself remains neutral on which system is "best," the author-date system is generally
preferred and more commonly adopted within political science and other social sciences for its
conciseness in in-text citations, making it easier to follow the flow of arguments in a literature review.

Q: How does the Chicago Manual of Style help in structuring a
literature review?
A: The Chicago Manual of Style provides guidelines on clarity, organization, and proper citation, which
indirectly inform structure. While it doesn't mandate a specific structure, its emphasis on logical
presentation and accurate documentation encourages scholars to organize their literature reviews
thematically, chronologically, or methodologically in a way that best serves their argument, supported
by precise citations.

Q: What are the key elements a political science literature
review must include when following Chicago style?
A: When following Chicago style for a political science literature review, the key elements include a
clear introduction, a well-organized body that synthesizes and analyzes existing literature (often
thematically), accurate in-text citations (typically author-date), and a comprehensive bibliography
listing all cited sources, all formatted meticulously according to CMOS guidelines for consistency and
credibility.

Q: How does the Chicago Manual of Style address the
synthesis of literature in a political science review?
A: The Chicago Manual of Style primarily provides the rules for documentation and presentation. The
act of synthesis—combining and interpreting findings from multiple sources—is a scholarly task.
CMOS supports this by ensuring that the accurate representation of each source through citation
allows for the reviewer to then group, compare, and contrast these sources to build a cohesive
argument about the state of the field.



Q: Is it necessary to cite every single idea from a source in a
political science literature review using Chicago style?
A: Yes, according to the principles of academic integrity upheld by the Chicago Manual of Style, any
idea, finding, or argument that originates from another source, whether directly quoted, paraphrased,
or summarized, must be meticulously cited. This applies to all disciplines, including political science,
to avoid plagiarism and give proper credit.

Q: What is the difference between a bibliography and a
reference list in Chicago style for a literature review?
A: In the author-date system commonly used for political science literature reviews under Chicago
style, the list of sources at the end is referred to as a "Bibliography." In the notes-bibliography
system, it is also typically called a "Bibliography." The term "Reference List" is more commonly
associated with styles like APA.

Q: How can I ensure my political science literature review is
up-to-date when using Chicago Manual guidelines?
A: The Chicago Manual of Style does not dictate the currency of research, but it emphasizes accurate
and comprehensive citation. To ensure a literature review is up-to-date, scholars must actively seek
out the most recent peer-reviewed articles and publications in their field, in addition to foundational
texts, and cite them accurately according to Chicago style.
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