
chicago manual of style for historical citation
formatting
The Chicago Manual of Style for historical citation formatting is an indispensable guide for
researchers, scholars, and writers delving into the past. Navigating the complexities of citing
historical documents, unpublished materials, and a vast array of primary and secondary sources
requires precision and adherence to established conventions. This article will demystify the process,
providing a comprehensive overview of Chicago's approach to historical citations, covering both
footnote/endnote and author-date systems. We will explore the fundamental principles, examine
common source types encountered in historical research, and offer practical guidance for creating
accurate and consistent citations. Understanding these guidelines ensures academic integrity and
facilitates the retrieval of your sources by readers. Mastering Chicago style for historical research is
crucial for presenting your work credibly.
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Understanding the Chicago Manual of Style

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) is a widely respected style guide offering comprehensive rules
for manuscript preparation, punctuation, and citation. For historical research, it provides two
primary citation systems: the notes and bibliography system (footnotes or endnotes) and the author-
date system. Both systems aim to provide clear attribution and allow readers to locate the sources
used by the author. The choice between these systems often depends on the specific discipline,
publication venue, or instructor preference. However, the underlying principles of accurate and
complete citation remain paramount regardless of the chosen system.

For historical work, the notes and bibliography system is often favored due to its ability to
incorporate extensive detail and commentary directly within the text, which can be particularly
useful when discussing nuanced historical arguments or providing contextual information about
sources. The author-date system, while more concise, is also employed, especially in fields where
brevity is prioritized or in social sciences that heavily influence historical methodology. Regardless
of the system, CMOS emphasizes the importance of providing sufficient information for a reader to
identify and retrieve a source independently.

Footnotes and Endnotes in Historical Citation



The notes and bibliography system, employing either footnotes or endnotes, is a cornerstone of
traditional historical scholarship. This system uses superscript numbers within the text to refer to
corresponding notes at the bottom of the page (footnotes) or at the end of the document (endnotes).
The primary purpose of these notes is to provide citations for direct quotations, paraphrased ideas,
and specific factual claims derived from other sources.

In historical contexts, footnotes and endnotes are invaluable for documenting the provenance of
information, especially when dealing with rare or archival materials. They allow for a detailed
explanation of a source's origin, its condition, or any editorial interventions that might be relevant to
the reader's understanding. For instance, when citing an obscure manuscript, a footnote can provide
not only the archival location but also a brief description of its physical characteristics or the
historical context of its creation, enhancing the credibility of the research.

First Reference and Subsequent References

The initial citation of a source in a note requires full bibliographic information. This includes the
author’s name, the title of the work (italicized for books and other standalone works, in quotation
marks for articles or chapters), publication details (place, publisher, year), and specific page
numbers. Subsequent references to the same source are typically shortened, often including only the
author's last name and the page number, or a brief version of the title if multiple works by the same
author are cited. This convention prevents redundancy while still providing clear attribution.

The level of detail in subsequent notes can also vary based on proximity. If a source is cited again
immediately after the previous note, a simple “Ibid.” (meaning "in the same place") followed by the
new page number is often sufficient. This practice streamlines the citation process and maintains
reader focus without sacrificing accuracy. However, care must be taken to ensure clarity, especially
in longer works with complex citation patterns.

The Bibliography

Complementing the notes section is the bibliography, which appears at the end of the work. This is
an alphabetical list of all sources cited in the notes. Unlike the notes, which provide specific
locations, the bibliography offers a comprehensive overview of the research materials consulted. For
historical research, the bibliography is crucial for demonstrating the breadth and depth of the
investigation, showcasing the primary and secondary sources that inform the author's arguments.

The format for entries in the bibliography closely mirrors that of the first note, though minor
differences in punctuation or the inclusion of specific details like the total number of pages may
occur. The consistent application of Chicago's formatting rules to both notes and the bibliography
ensures a professional and scholarly presentation of the research.



Author-Date System for Historical Research

While the notes and bibliography system is traditional in history, the author-date system is also a
viable option, particularly in interdisciplinary studies or when adhering to the requirements of
specific journals or publishers. In this system, the author's last name and the year of publication are
placed in parentheses within the text, immediately following a quotation or paraphrased idea. This
in-text citation is then linked to a full reference list at the end of the document.

The author-date system offers a more concise approach to citation, allowing readers to quickly
identify the source of information without needing to refer to a separate notes section. This can be
beneficial for readers who prefer a less interrupted reading experience. However, it may not always
accommodate the detailed explanatory notes that are often a hallmark of historical writing,
especially when discussing source material.

In-Text Citations

An in-text citation in the author-date system typically includes the author's last name, followed by
the year of publication, and then the page number if a direct quotation is used. For example, a
citation might appear as (Smith 2022, 45). If the author's name is mentioned in the text, only the
year and page number are needed within the parentheses, such as Smith notes that (2022, 45). This
system requires careful attention to ensure that every piece of borrowed information is correctly
attributed.

When citing multiple works by the same author published in the same year, Chicago style dictates
the use of lowercase letters appended to the year (e.g., 2022a, 2022b) to differentiate them. This is
further elaborated in the reference list, ensuring no ambiguity for the reader seeking to locate a
specific source.

Reference List

The reference list, analogous to the bibliography in the notes system, is an alphabetical compilation
of all sources cited within the text. Each entry in the reference list provides full bibliographic details
necessary for identifying and retrieving the source. The format of entries in the author-date
reference list is similar to that of the bibliography in the notes system, with the year of publication
often appearing immediately after the author's name.

For historical sources, the reference list should meticulously detail each item, including any specific
archival information or the edition used. Accuracy and completeness are paramount to maintaining
the integrity of the research and the credibility of the author.



Citing Primary Sources in Historical Research

Primary sources are the bedrock of historical research, and their accurate citation is crucial. These
sources can include manuscripts, letters, diaries, government documents, newspapers, oral
histories, photographs, and artifacts. The Chicago Manual of Style provides specific guidance for
these often unique and varied materials.

When citing a primary source, it is essential to provide enough information for another researcher to
locate it. This typically involves detailing the author or creator of the source, its title (if any), the
date it was created, and its archival location or collection. For unpublished materials, the specific
repository, collection name, box or folder number, and page or item number are vital.

Manuscripts and Archival Materials

For unpublished manuscripts and archival documents, the citation should clearly identify the item
and its holdings. For example, a footnote might read: "Letter from John Adams to Abigail Adams, 10
May 1776, John Adams Papers, Massachusetts Historical Society, Boston, Vol. 12." In the
bibliography or reference list, this would be formatted similarly but might omit specific page or
letter numbers unless referring to a specific part of a larger document.

It is also important to note any significant physical characteristics of the source or editorial
interventions. If a manuscript is damaged, has significant annotations, or is a transcript of an
original, this context can be valuable and may be included in a note or in an introductory essay to
the source, if applicable.

Published Primary Sources

Published primary sources, such as historical newspapers, government reports, or collections of
letters and diaries, are cited similarly to secondary sources but with an emphasis on their original
publication context. For instance, a citation to a historical newspaper article would include the
newspaper title, date, and page number, along with any editorial information.

If a primary source has been published in a modern edition or compilation, it is crucial to cite that
edition while also acknowledging the original source. For example, a letter originally written in 1776
but published in a collection in 1950 would be cited to the 1950 publication, but with enough
information for the reader to identify the original author and date of creation.

Citing Secondary Sources in Historical Research

Secondary sources, which are scholarly works that analyze and interpret primary sources, are also
integral to historical research. These include books, journal articles, and dissertations written by



historians and other scholars.

The citation of secondary sources in CMOS is generally more straightforward than that of primary
sources, following the standard rules for books and articles. However, careful attention must be paid
to accurately attributing ideas and arguments to their original authors.

Books

When citing a book in Chicago style, whether in notes or in the bibliography/reference list, the
essential elements are the author's full name, the book's full title (italicized), the place of
publication, the publisher, and the year of publication. Specific page numbers are included in notes
or in-text citations for direct quotes or paraphrased information.

For edited volumes where the author of a chapter is different from the editor of the book, the
citation should clearly indicate both. The chapter author's name, the chapter title (in quotation
marks), the book title (italicized), the editor's name, and the publication details of the book are all
required.

Journal Articles

Citing journal articles involves providing the author's full name, the article title (in quotation marks),
the journal title (italicized), the volume and issue number, the year of publication, and the page
range of the article. For specific citations within the article, the page number must be included.

In the notes and bibliography system, the initial citation includes all these details. Subsequent
citations are shortened. In the author-date system, the in-text citation would include the author's
name and year, leading to a full entry in the reference list.

Specific Challenges in Historical Citation

Historical research often presents unique citation challenges due to the nature of the sources. These
can include dealing with materials in foreign languages, citing unpublished dissertation chapters,
referencing oral histories, or citing works that have been reprinted or translated.

One common challenge is the citation of material that is not readily available or has undergone
significant editorial treatment. For instance, a rare pamphlet might be available only through a
specialized digital archive, or a historical document might have been transcribed with extensive
editorial notes. In such cases, the citation must clearly indicate both the original source and its
current accessible form.



Works in Translation and Foreign Languages

When citing a work that has been translated, it is crucial to provide information about both the
original author and the translator. In the notes and bibliography system, the original author's name,
the translated title, the translator's name, and the publication details of the translated edition are all
necessary. For foreign-language works that have not been translated, the original title should be
provided, along with publication details and, if necessary, a brief note about the language of the
source.

For readers who may not be fluent in the original language, providing an English translation of key
terms or phrases in a footnote can be helpful, particularly when those terms are central to the
argument being made. This practice enhances accessibility and scholarly communication.

Oral Histories and Unpublished Materials

Oral histories require careful citation, typically including the name of the interviewee, the title of the
interview (if any), the date of the interview, and the name of the archive or collection where it is
held. If the interview has been transcribed, that information should also be included.

Unpublished materials, such as personal letters or diaries found in archives, require detailed
provenance information. This includes the name of the collection, the name of the institution holding
the collection, and the specific box, folder, or item number. The date of creation of the document and
the author's name are also essential components of the citation.

The Importance of Consistency in Historical Citations

Regardless of the specific citation style or the complexity of the sources, the most critical aspect of
historical citation is consistency. Inconsistent formatting can lead to confusion for readers,
undermine the credibility of the research, and suggest a lack of attention to detail. Adhering strictly
to the guidelines of the Chicago Manual of Style, whether in the notes and bibliography or author-
date system, ensures that all citations follow the same established rules.

This includes consistently formatting author names, titles, publication information, and page
numbers. It also means applying the same rules for subsequent citations and for the bibliography or
reference list. A commitment to consistency demonstrates respect for scholarly standards and
facilitates the reader's ability to engage with and verify the research.

Maintaining Academic Integrity

Accurate and consistent citation is fundamental to academic integrity. It acknowledges the
intellectual contributions of others and allows readers to trace the author's arguments back to their
origins. For historical research, where arguments are often built upon the careful interpretation of



diverse and sometimes obscure sources, meticulous citation is not merely a stylistic requirement but
an ethical imperative.

By following the Chicago Manual of Style for historical citation formatting, researchers can ensure
that their work is presented with clarity, precision, and scholarly rigor, contributing meaningfully to
the ongoing conversation within their field.

---

Q: What is the main difference between the notes and
bibliography system and the author-date system in Chicago
style for historical citations?
A: The main difference lies in where the citation information is primarily presented. The notes and
bibliography system uses footnotes or endnotes for detailed citations within the text, followed by a
comprehensive bibliography. The author-date system uses brief in-text citations (author, year, page)
that refer to a full reference list at the end of the work.

Q: How do I cite an unpublished letter from an archive using
Chicago style for historical research?
A: For an unpublished letter, you would typically cite the author of the letter, the date of the letter,
the name of the collection it is part of, the institution holding the collection, and the specific box,
folder, or item number. For example, in a note: "Letter from [Sender Name] to [Recipient Name],
[Date], [Collection Name], [Institution Name], [Box/Folder/Item Number]."

Q: Should I italicize the titles of primary sources in my
historical citations?
A: The Chicago Manual of Style generally advises italicizing titles of standalone works, such as books
and journals. For unpublished manuscripts and archival documents like letters or diaries, the title (if
any) is typically placed in quotation marks if it's a short item, or italicized if it refers to a larger
collection or published version of a manuscript. However, the focus for unpublished primary sources
is on identifying provenance rather than strictly adhering to title formatting rules for published
works.

Q: How do I cite a historical newspaper article in Chicago
style?
A: For a historical newspaper article, you would provide the author's name (if known), the title of the
article (in quotation marks), the name of the newspaper (italicized), the full date of publication, and
the page number. For example: "John Smith, 'Local Election Results,' The Daily Chronicle, October
25, 1905, 1."



Q: What is the purpose of the bibliography in Chicago style for
historical research?
A: The bibliography serves as an alphabetical list of all sources cited in the notes. It provides readers
with a complete overview of the research materials consulted, allowing them to identify and locate
the sources used by the author. It is a crucial component for demonstrating the breadth and depth of
the historical investigation.

Q: How do I handle citing a work that has been translated in
historical research using Chicago style?
A: When citing a translated work, you should include the original author's name, the translated title
of the work (italicized), the translator's name, and the publication details of the translated edition.
For instance: "Author Last Name, First Name. Title of Work. Translated by Translator Name. Place:
Publisher, Year."

Q: Can I use abbreviations like "Ibid." and "Op. cit." in
historical citations according to Chicago style?
A: Chicago style permits the use of "Ibid." (meaning "in the same place") for subsequent citations of
the immediately preceding source, followed by a page number if it differs. However, "Op. cit."
(meaning "in the work cited") is generally discouraged in favor of shortened citations for clarity and
consistency.

Q: How do I cite an oral history interview in Chicago style?
A: For an oral history interview, you should identify the interviewee, the title of the interview (if it
has one), the date of the interview, and the archive or collection where it is held, including any
accession or reference numbers. For example: "Interviewee Name, oral history interview, [Date],
[Collection Name], [Archive Name], [Accession Number]."
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