chicago manual of style for history writing

The Chicago Manual of Style for History Writing: A Comprehensive Guide

chicago manual of style for history writing is an indispensable resource for any historian aiming
for clarity, credibility, and scholarly rigor. This authoritative guide provides a comprehensive
framework for presenting historical research, ensuring consistency in citation, manuscript
preparation, and editorial practices. Whether you are crafting a master's thesis, a doctoral
dissertation, or a peer-reviewed article, understanding and applying the Chicago Manual of Style
(CMOS) is paramount. This article will delve into the key aspects of CMOS relevant to historical
writing, covering everything from citation methods to the nuances of historical argument
presentation, ensuring your work meets the highest academic standards.
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Understanding the Chicago Manual of Style

The Chicago Manual of Style is a widely recognized and respected style guide used across various
academic disciplines, with a particularly strong presence in the humanities, including history. It is
published by the University of Chicago Press and is updated periodically to reflect evolving editorial
and publishing standards. For historians, it serves as the definitive authority on how to present
research effectively and professionally.

Its comprehensive nature means it addresses a vast array of writing and publishing concerns. This
includes not only the mechanics of writing but also the broader aspects of scholarly communication.
By adhering to CMOS, historians can ensure their work is accessible, interpretable, and credible to
their intended audience, whether that be academic peers, students, or the general public.

Citation Methods in Historical Writing

The Chicago Manual of Style offers two primary systems of citation: the notes and bibliography
system and the author-date system. For history writing, the notes and bibliography system is
overwhelmingly preferred. This system uses footnotes or endnotes to cite sources within the text,
with a comprehensive bibliography appended at the end of the work. This approach allows for
detailed in-text citations without disrupting the narrative flow, which is particularly important in



historical writing where context and nuance are crucial.

The notes and bibliography system is highly valued in history for its ability to provide readers with
immediate access to source information. Each note corresponds to a specific claim, quotation, or
piece of information drawn from a source, allowing for precise verification. The bibliography then
provides a complete list of all sources consulted, further aiding research and allowing readers to
explore the historian's evidentiary base.

Footnotes and Endnotes

Footnotes appear at the bottom of the page and are keyed to superscript numbers in the text.
Endnotes appear at the end of the main body of the text, before the bibliography, and are also keyed
to superscript numbers. Both serve the same purpose: to cite sources and provide additional
explanatory material that might disrupt the main text. For history writing, the choice between
footnotes and endnotes is often a matter of publisher preference or institutional guidelines, though
footnotes are generally considered more reader-friendly as they are immediately accessible.

A typical footnote or endnote will include the author's name, the title of the work, publication
details, and specific page numbers. For subsequent citations of the same source, a shortened form is
used, typically the author's last name, a shortened title, and the page number. This ensures
conciseness while still providing sufficient information for readers to locate the source.

Bibliography

The bibliography is a crucial component of any historical work employing the notes and bibliography
system. It is an alphabetical list of all the sources cited in the footnotes or endnotes, as well as any
other sources consulted. The bibliography is typically divided into "Primary Sources" and "Secondary
Sources" for historical works. Primary sources are materials created during the historical period
being studied, such as letters, diaries, government documents, and newspapers. Secondary sources
are works written by historians or other scholars about the past.

The format for each entry in the bibliography follows specific rules outlined by CMOS. Generally, it
includes the author's full name, the title of the work (italicized for books and articles), publication
information (city of publication, publisher, year), and for articles, the journal title, volume, and page
numbers. Properly formatting the bibliography demonstrates thoroughness and academic integrity.

Manuscript Preparation and Formatting

Beyond citation, CMOS provides detailed guidance on manuscript preparation and general
formatting. This ensures a consistent and professional presentation of the historical argument. Key
aspects include margin sizes, line spacing, font choices, and the proper use of headings and
subheadings. Adhering to these conventions makes the manuscript easier for editors, typesetters,
and readers to engage with.



For history writing, clarity and readability are paramount. Therefore, the formatting guidelines in
CMOS are designed to support the content without distracting from it. This includes considerations
for how to present tables, figures, and appendices, ensuring they are clearly labeled and integrated
into the overall work.

Using Primary and Secondary Sources

The effective integration and citation of both primary and secondary sources are foundational to
historical writing. CMOS provides specific guidance on how to introduce and cite these sources
accurately. When using primary sources, it is essential to present them faithfully, with appropriate
transcription conventions if quoting directly from manuscripts or historical documents. The notes
and bibliography system allows for detailed attribution of each piece of evidence drawn from these
sources.

When engaging with secondary sources, CMOS emphasizes the importance of properly attributing
ideas and arguments to their original authors. This not only avoids plagiarism but also situates the
historian's own work within the existing scholarly conversation. Understanding how to distinguish
between different types of sources and cite them accordingly is a core skill that CMOS helps to
refine.

Quoting and Paraphrasing Historical Documents

The accurate representation of historical documents through quotation and paraphrasing is a critical
aspect of scholarly history. CMOS offers precise guidelines for handling direct quotations, including
the use of quotation marks, block quotes for longer passages, and the inclusion of ellipses to indicate
omissions. When quoting from historical documents, it is essential to reproduce the original text as
faithfully as possible, even if it contains archaic spelling or grammar, unless specific editorial
conventions are applied and clearly noted.

Paraphrasing involves restating the ideas of a source in one's own words. Even when paraphrasing,
it is imperative to provide a citation to the original source. CMOS emphasizes that paraphrasing
should not be a mere reordering of words but a genuine reinterpretation of the source's meaning,
still requiring attribution to the original author. The choice between quoting and paraphrasing often
depends on the specific historical context, the nature of the source material, and the historian's
analytical goals.

Style and Grammar for Historical Narratives

Beyond citation and structure, CMOS provides extensive guidance on matters of style and grammar
that are particularly relevant to historical narratives. This includes advice on verb tense, clarity in
prose, the avoidance of anachronisms, and the precise use of language to convey complex historical
ideas. Historians are encouraged to use clear, concise language, avoiding jargon where possible or
defining it clearly when necessary.



The style guide also addresses common grammatical pitfalls, such as agreement, pronoun reference,
and the correct use of modifiers. For historical writing, maintaining an objective and authoritative
tone is usually preferred, and CMOS offers advice on achieving this through careful word choice and
sentence construction. The aim is always to present a well-supported and persuasive historical
argument.

Specific Conventions for History Journals

While CMOS provides a comprehensive framework, many history journals have their own specific
editorial guidelines that build upon or slightly modify CMOS conventions. It is crucial for historians
submitting articles to journals to consult the journal's "Instructions for Authors" or "Style Guide."
These often dictate preferred citation formats, manuscript submission procedures, and stylistic
preferences unique to that publication. For instance, some journals may have particular
requirements for the formatting of bibliographies or the use of abbreviations.

Understanding these journal-specific conventions is as important as mastering CMOS itself. Failure
to adhere to these guidelines can lead to delays in publication or even rejection, regardless of the
quality of the historical research. Therefore, diligent attention to both CMOS and individual journal
requirements is essential for academic historians.

Frequently Asked Questions about the Chicago Manual
of Style for History Writing

Q: Why is the Chicago Manual of Style so important for history
writing?

A: The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) is crucial for history writing because it provides a
standardized and authoritative framework for presenting historical research. It ensures consistency

in citation, manuscript preparation, and editorial practices, which lends credibility and clarity to the
historian's work, making it accessible and verifiable for readers and scholars.

Q: Which citation system does CMOS recommend for history
writing?
A: CMOS recommends the "notes and bibliography" system for history writing. This system uses

footnotes or endnotes for in-text citations and includes a comprehensive bibliography at the end of
the work, which is ideal for detailed historical scholarship.

Q: What is the difference between a footnote and an endnote



in CMOS?

A: Footnotes appear at the bottom of the page and are linked to superscript numbers in the text,
offering immediate access to source information. Endnotes appear at the end of the main text before
the bibliography and serve the same referencing function. Both are acceptable under CMOS, but
footnotes are often preferred for their reader convenience.

Q: How should primary and secondary sources be
differentiated in a CMOS-formatted history paper?

A: In the bibliography, primary and secondary sources are typically listed in separate sections.
Primary sources are original materials from the historical period being studied, while secondary
sources are scholarly interpretations of that period. This distinction helps readers understand the
evidentiary basis of the historian's argument.

Q: Are there specific rules in CMOS for quoting historical
documents that may contain archaic language or spelling?

A: Yes, CMOS provides guidance on handling archaic language and spelling when quoting historical
documents. The general principle is to reproduce the original text as faithfully as possible. Any
editorial interventions, such as silent corrections or bracketed explanations, must be clearly noted
according to CMOS conventions.

Q: What are some key formatting requirements for a history
manuscript under CMOS?

A: CMOS outlines general formatting requirements such as margin sizes, line spacing, font choices,
and the consistent use of headings and subheadings. These rules ensure a professional and reader-
friendly manuscript that is easy for editors and typesetters to process.

Q: Should I always use CMOS, or do journals have their own
styles?

A: While CMOS is the foundational style guide for many historians, individual academic journals
often have their own specific editorial guidelines that may modify or add to CMOS conventions. It is
essential to consult the target journal's "Instructions for Authors" to ensure compliance with their
preferred style.

Q: How does CMOS address the use of abbreviations and
acronyms in historical texts?

A: CMOS provides rules for the consistent use of abbreviations and acronyms. It generally advises
defining acronyms upon their first use and adhering to established conventions for common
abbreviations, particularly those related to historical periods, institutions, or specific fields of study.
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