
chicago manual of style summarizing rules
The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) is a comprehensive guide for writing and citation, and its
approach to summarizing rules is designed to ensure clarity, conciseness, and accuracy.
Understanding these summarizing principles is crucial for any writer aiming to distill complex
information effectively, whether for academic papers, professional reports, or published works. This
article delves deep into the intricacies of summarizing according to CMOS, covering everything from
the fundamental purpose of a summary to specific stylistic considerations. We will explore how to
identify key points, maintain an objective tone, and adhere to the Chicago style's formatting and
citation conventions when presenting condensed information. Mastering these summarizing rules will
empower you to create impactful summaries that accurately reflect original content.
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Understanding the Purpose of Summaries in Chicago
Style
Summaries, in the context of The Chicago Manual of Style, serve a vital function in academic and
professional writing. They are not merely shortened versions of a source but rather a distillation of its
essential arguments, findings, and conclusions. The primary goal of a summary is to provide readers
with a clear and concise overview of the original text's core message without requiring them to
engage with the full document. This is particularly useful when referencing multiple sources or when
needing to present background information efficiently.

In scholarly pursuits, a well-crafted summary demonstrates a writer's comprehension of the source
material. It allows for the effective integration of existing research into new work, showcasing how the
current argument builds upon or engages with previous scholarship. Chicago style emphasizes that a
summary should be accessible to a reader who may not have access to the original, thereby acting as
a standalone piece of information conveying the essence of the source.

Core Principles of Summarizing According to CMOS
The Chicago Manual of Style outlines several core principles that should guide any summarization
effort. At its heart, summarization is about faithful representation. This means capturing the author's
main ideas and supporting points accurately, without introducing personal interpretations or biases.
The summary should reflect the original work's emphasis and structure, albeit in a condensed form.

Another fundamental principle is conciseness. Summaries must be significantly shorter than the
original text. The exact length will depend on the purpose and the source material, but the aim is
always to convey the most critical information efficiently. This involves stripping away extraneous



details, examples, and elaborations that do not contribute to the overarching message. Writers are
encouraged to use their own words as much as possible, demonstrating a deep understanding rather
than simply rearranging the original phrasing.

Conciseness and Brevity
Achieving conciseness in a Chicago style summary requires careful attention to word choice and
sentence structure. Every word should serve a purpose, contributing to the accurate and efficient
delivery of information. This often involves eliminating redundant phrases, simplifying complex
sentences, and focusing on the most impactful vocabulary. Writers should constantly ask themselves
if a particular sentence or phrase is essential to conveying the main point of the original text.

Accuracy and Fidelity
Accuracy is paramount when summarizing according to Chicago style. The summary must faithfully
represent the author's arguments, findings, and conclusions. This means understanding the nuances
of the original text and avoiding misinterpretations or distortions. Even minor inaccuracies can
undermine the credibility of the summary and, by extension, the writer's work. Thorough reading and
comprehension of the source material are prerequisites for accurate summarization.

Identifying Key Information for Effective Summaries
The first step in creating an effective summary is to identify the most important elements of the
source text. This involves a critical reading process where the writer actively seeks out the central
thesis, main arguments, key evidence, and significant conclusions. Looking for topic sentences, thesis
statements, and concluding remarks can be particularly helpful in pinpointing these crucial
components.

Writers should consider the author's purpose in creating the original work. What was the author trying
to achieve? What questions were they attempting to answer? Understanding the author's intent will
guide the selection of information to include in the summary. It's also beneficial to distinguish
between primary arguments and secondary details. While supporting evidence is important, the
summary should primarily focus on the foundational claims and their impact.

Locating the Thesis Statement
The thesis statement is the backbone of most scholarly and argumentative texts. In summarizing,
finding and understanding this central claim is often the most critical step. It typically appears early in
the text, often at the end of the introductory section, and encapsulates the main argument or point of
the entire work. A summary that clearly articulates the thesis statement will effectively capture the
essence of the original piece.

Recognizing Supporting Arguments
Once the thesis is identified, the next step is to recognize the primary arguments that support it.



These are the main points the author uses to build their case. They are often presented in distinct
paragraphs or sections and are usually introduced by clear topic sentences. A good summary will
include these supporting arguments to provide a comprehensive overview of how the author
substantiates their main claim.

Distinguishing Main Points from Minor Details
Effective summarization requires the ability to differentiate between what is essential and what is
superfluous. Minor details, anecdotes, lengthy examples, and extensive elaborations, while potentially
interesting, are often not crucial for conveying the core message of a text. The focus should remain
on the overarching narrative and the foundational evidence presented. This discernment is a key skill
that develops with practice.

Structuring Your Summary in Chicago Style
The structure of a summary in Chicago style should generally mirror the structure of the original text.
This helps readers follow the flow of the author's ideas and understand how different points relate to
each other. Begin with an introductory sentence that identifies the source being summarized and its
main subject or argument. This sets the context for the reader.

Following the introduction, present the key points and arguments in a logical sequence. If the original
text moves chronologically, present the summary chronologically. If it presents a problem and then a
solution, structure the summary similarly. Conclude the summary with a sentence that encapsulates
the author's main conclusion or overall significance of their work, bringing the condensed narrative to
a close.

The Introductory Sentence
The opening sentence of any summary should clearly identify the work being summarized and its
central theme. For instance, a summary might begin by stating, "In [Title of Work], [Author's Name]
argues that..." This immediately informs the reader about the source and the primary focus of the
original text. This concise introduction is crucial for setting the stage and guiding the reader's
understanding.

Logical Progression of Ideas
The body of the summary should present the main points and supporting arguments in a coherent
and logical order. This often means following the progression of the original text. If the author builds
their argument step-by-step, the summary should do the same. This not only aids comprehension but
also demonstrates that the summarizer has grasped the author's intended flow of reasoning. Smooth
transitions between points are essential for a polished summary.

Concluding Statement
A strong summary concludes by reiterating the author's final conclusion or the overall impact of their



work. This might be a statement about the implications of their findings, a call to action, or a
summary of the resolution of their argument. This final sentence should provide a sense of closure
and reinforce the main takeaway message of the original text. It should leave the reader with a clear
understanding of the source's ultimate contribution.

Maintaining Objectivity and Avoiding Plagiarism
Objectivity is a cornerstone of academic and professional writing, and it is especially critical when
summarizing. A summary should present the author's ideas faithfully, without injecting personal
opinions, critiques, or interpretations. The goal is to represent what the author said, not what the
summarizer thinks about what the author said. This requires a detached and unbiased approach to
the source material.

Plagiarism is a serious academic offense. When summarizing, it is imperative to use your own words
to express the author's ideas. While you are conveying the author's message, the phrasing and
sentence structure should be original. Directly copying phrases or sentences without quotation marks
and attribution is plagiarism. Even paraphrasing too closely to the original text can be considered a
form of plagiarism if proper attribution is not given. Chicago style, like all reputable citation styles,
demands clear acknowledgment of the source material.

The Importance of an Objective Tone
An objective tone means presenting information factually and neutrally. Avoid using emotionally
charged language, subjective adjectives, or judgmental phrasing. The summary should sound like an
unbiased report of the original text's content. This allows readers to form their own conclusions based
on the information presented, rather than being influenced by the summarizer's personal views. This
neutrality is a hallmark of scholarly integrity.

Proper Paraphrasing and Attribution
Paraphrasing involves restating the author's ideas in your own words and sentence structure. It is
crucial to ensure that the paraphrase accurately reflects the original meaning. Even when
paraphrasing extensively, it is still necessary to attribute the ideas to the original author. Chicago
style uses footnotes or endnotes, along with a bibliography, to provide proper attribution. Failing to
cite summarized material, even when paraphrased, constitutes plagiarism.

Citation Practices for Summaries in Chicago Style
When you summarize information from a source, you are using that source's intellectual property, and
Chicago style requires that you acknowledge this. The specific method of citation depends on whether
you are using notes and bibliography or author-date style. In either case, the goal is to give credit to
the original author and allow your readers to locate the source themselves.

For summaries, as with direct quotations and paraphrases, you must provide an in-text citation. This
citation should appear immediately after the summarized information. The level of detail in the in-text
citation will depend on the chosen Chicago style. Regardless of the style, the full bibliographic



information for the source will be provided in the notes or bibliography at the end of your work.

Notes and Bibliography Style
In the notes and bibliography system, each summary of a source would typically be followed by a
superscript footnote or endnote number. This number corresponds to an entry in the bibliography at
the end of the document. The first note for a given source might include full bibliographic details,
while subsequent notes could be shortened. The bibliography itself provides the complete citation for
all consulted sources.

Author-Date Style
If you are using the author-date system, the in-text citation for a summary would include the author's
last name and the year of publication, often followed by a page number if the summary is derived
from a specific section. For example, (Smith 2020, 45). Similar to the notes and bibliography system,
a complete list of references, including full bibliographic details for each cited work, would be
provided at the end of the document.

Common Pitfalls in Chicago Style Summaries and How
to Avoid Them
Writers new to summarization or the Chicago Manual of Style may fall into several common traps.
One of the most frequent errors is including too much detail, which results in a summary that is not
concise enough. This can happen when a writer struggles to let go of interesting but non-essential
information from the original text. Another pitfall is misrepresenting the author's original intent or
argument, often due to a superficial understanding of the source material.

Failing to cite properly is another significant issue. This can range from omitting citations altogether
to inadequate paraphrasing that borders on plagiarism. Over-reliance on the original text's phrasing,
even with citation, can also be problematic. To avoid these issues, diligent proofreading, careful
comparison of the summary against the original source, and a thorough understanding of Chicago's
citation guidelines are essential.

Over-Inclusion of Details
A summary should be a distilled version of the original. If your summary is approaching the length of
the original, you are likely including too many details. Focus on the overarching arguments and
conclusions. Ask yourself if each piece of information is absolutely necessary to understand the
author's core message.

Misinterpretation of Source Material
Thorough comprehension is key. If you are unsure about the author's stance or the implications of
their arguments, reread the source carefully. Discussing the material with peers or instructors can



also help clarify complex ideas and prevent misinterpretations.

Inadequate Citation and Plagiarism
Always err on the side of caution with citations. If you are unsure whether something needs a citation,
include one. Ensure that all paraphrased content is truly in your own words and that direct quotations
are properly formatted and cited. Familiarize yourself with the specific citation requirements of
Chicago style to avoid unintentional plagiarism.

---

FAQ about Chicago Manual of Style Summarizing Rules

Q: What is the primary goal of a summary according to the
Chicago Manual of Style?
A: The primary goal is to accurately and concisely convey the essential information, main arguments,
and conclusions of an original source without introducing personal opinions or interpretations.

Q: How short should a summary be in Chicago style?
A: There is no fixed word count, but a summary should always be significantly shorter than the
original text. The length depends on the complexity of the source and the purpose of the summary,
but conciseness is a paramount principle.

Q: Can I use my own opinions when summarizing a text in
Chicago style?
A: No, Chicago style emphasizes maintaining an objective tone. Summaries should reflect the author's
ideas and arguments faithfully, not your personal views or critiques of the material.

Q: What is the difference between paraphrasing and
summarizing in Chicago style?
A: Paraphrasing restates a specific idea or passage from a source in your own words. Summarizing
condenses the main points of an entire work or a substantial section of it. Both require proper citation.

Q: How do I cite a summary in Chicago style if I am using the
Notes and Bibliography system?
A: You would typically use a footnote or endnote number after the summarized content,



corresponding to an entry in your bibliography. The first note for a source may contain full details,
with subsequent notes being abbreviated.

Q: When summarizing, am I allowed to use some of the
original author's exact phrasing?
A: It is best practice to use your own words as much as possible. If you must use a specific phrase, it
should be enclosed in quotation marks and cited. However, excessive use of the original phrasing,
even with citation, can detract from the summary's originality.

Q: What are the key elements to identify when preparing to
summarize a text for Chicago style?
A: You should identify the author's thesis statement, major supporting arguments, key evidence
presented, and significant conclusions or implications of the work.

Q: How can I ensure my summary is accurate and doesn't
misrepresent the original source?
A: Thoroughly read and understand the source material, pay attention to the author's tone and
emphasis, and compare your summary directly against the original text to ensure fidelity.

Q: What is the penalty for plagiarizing when summarizing in
Chicago style?
A: Plagiarism is a serious academic offense with severe consequences, including failing grades,
academic probation, and even expulsion from an institution. It is essential to always cite your sources
correctly.
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