chicago manual style for historical research

The Chicago Manual of Style is a cornerstone for academic and historical writing, offering a
comprehensive guide to citation, formatting, and scholarly communication. For those engaged in
historical research, adhering to the Chicago Manual Style (CMS) is not merely about following rules;
it is about ensuring clarity, credibility, and accessibility for your work. This manual provides detailed
instructions on everything from manuscript preparation to specific citation formats for a wide array
of sources, including primary documents and archival materials crucial for historical inquiry.
Understanding its nuances is vital for presenting accurate and well-supported historical arguments,
making your research accessible and authoritative to a broad academic audience. This article will
delve into the essential aspects of the Chicago Manual Style for historical research, covering citation
principles, notes and bibliographies, and specific considerations for historical sources.

Table of Contents

Introduction to Chicago Style for Historical Research
Understanding Chicago Style: Notes and Bibliography System
Formatting Citations for Historical Sources

Primary Sources in Historical Research Chicago Style
Archival Materials and Special Collections

Secondary Sources and Academic Literature

Consistency and Best Practices in Chicago Style

Common Challenges and Solutions in Chicago Manual Style

Understanding Chicago Style: Notes and Bibliography
System

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMS) primarily advocates for two citation systems: the notes and
bibliography system and the author-date system. For historical research, the notes and bibliography
system is overwhelmingly preferred. This system utilizes footnotes or endnotes to cite sources
directly within the text, accompanied by a comprehensive bibliography at the end of the work. This
method allows for detailed citation information without disrupting the flow of the narrative, which is
particularly beneficial when dealing with extensive primary source material or complex scholarly
debates characteristic of historical writing.

The notes and bibliography system involves two main components: the notes themselves and the
bibliography. Notes are typically placed at the bottom of the page (footnotes) or at the end of the
chapter or document (endnotes). Each note provides a precise citation for the information drawn
from a source. The bibliography, on the other hand, is an alphabetical list of all the sources
consulted and cited in the notes, offering a broader overview of the research undertaken. This dual
approach ensures both immediate source attribution and a complete reference list for readers to
consult.



Footnotes vs. Endnotes in Historical Research

The choice between footnotes and endnotes in Chicago style for historical research is largely a
matter of preference and publication guidelines. Footnotes appear at the bottom of the page where
the citation is made, offering immediate reference for the reader. This can be highly convenient for
scholars examining a text and wanting to quickly verify a source. Endnotes, however, are collected
at the end of the main text or chapter. While they may slightly interrupt the reading experience by
requiring a reader to flip to the back, they can present a cleaner page layout, especially if there are
many notes. For historical dissertations or theses, endnotes are often the standard choice,
facilitating manuscript preparation and publication.

Regardless of whether footnotes or endnotes are used, the format for each individual citation
remains largely the same. The first time a source is cited, the note will include full publication
details. Subsequent citations of the same source can be shortened, often using the author's last
name, a shortened title, and the page number. This convention streamlines the citation process
while still providing sufficient information to identify the source unambiguously.

Constructing a Comprehensive Bibliography

The bibliography in Chicago style historical research serves as a vital record of the scholarly and
primary sources that informed the work. It is typically organized alphabetically by the author's last
name. Each entry should be complete and follow a consistent format, providing enough information
for a reader to locate the source themselves. This includes author's name, full title of the work,
publication information (place of publication, publisher, and year), and for journal articles or book
chapters, the journal title or book title, volume, issue, and page numbers.

When compiling a bibliography for historical research, it is crucial to include all types of sources
consulted, not just those directly cited in the notes. This can include secondary works that provided
context or background, even if not explicitly quoted, and significant primary sources that were
examined but perhaps not fully utilized. The bibliography demonstrates the breadth and depth of the
researcher's engagement with the relevant historiography and source base. For very extensive
bibliographies, some scholars choose to divide them into categories, such as Primary Sources and
Secondary Sources, which can enhance clarity and navigation for the reader.

Formatting Citations for Historical Sources

Accurately citing historical sources is paramount in Chicago style. The manual provides specific
guidelines for various types of historical materials, from printed books and articles to manuscripts,
interviews, and digital resources. The goal is to provide readers with enough information to identify
and locate the exact source material used.

The fundamental principle is to be as precise as possible. This means including author, title,
publication details, and crucially for historical documents, specific identifiers like collection names,
box numbers, folder numbers, and page or item numbers for archival materials. The format of the



citation will differ depending on whether the source is a book, a journal article, a chapter in an
edited volume, or a primary document.

Citing Printed Books and Articles

For printed books, a typical note citation in Chicago style includes the author’s first and last name,
the title of the book (italicized), the place of publication, the publisher, and the year of publication,
followed by the page number(s). For example: 1. David M. Potter, The Impending Crisis, 1841-1861
(New York: Harper & Row, 1976), 345.

Subsequent citations of the same book can be shortened to the author's last name, a condensed
version of the title, and the page number: 2. Potter, Impending Crisis, 401. The bibliography entry
for this book would follow a similar structure but without the page number and typically with the
author's last name first: Potter, David M. The Impending Crisis, 1841-1861. New York: Harper &
Row, 1976.

Citing journal articles follows a similar pattern, including the author's name, the article title (in
quotation marks), the journal title (italicized), the volume and issue number, the year of publication,
and the page numbers of the article. For example: 3. Eric Foner, “Slavery, Abolition, and the
Transformation of the American South,” The American Historical Review 107, no. 1 (February 2002):
12. The bibliography entry would be similar, with the author's last name first.

Citing Internet Resources and Digital Archives

The digital age has introduced a new complexity to historical research citation. Chicago style
provides guidance for citing online resources, including digital archives, websites, and online
versions of historical documents. It is essential to include the author or creator (if known), the title
of the specific page or document, the name of the website or archive, the date of publication or last
update (if available), and a stable URL or DOI. For historical research, it is also good practice to
include the date you accessed the material, as online content can change.

For example, a note might look like this: 4. "Letter from Abraham Lincoln to Ulysses S. Grant, April
30, 1864," Abraham Lincoln Papers, Library of Congress, accessed July 15, 2023,
https://www.loc.gov/resource/mal.4792100/?sp=1.

The bibliography entry would also be specific, ensuring all necessary information for retrieval is
present. When citing digital archives or databases, it's important to be precise about the specific
collection, item, and any accession or catalog numbers provided by the archive.

Primary Sources in Historical Research Chicago Style

Primary sources are the bedrock of historical research, and Chicago style offers detailed guidance



on how to cite them accurately and effectively. These sources include letters, diaries, government
documents, newspapers, photographs, oral histories, and more. Their unique nature often requires
more descriptive citation elements than standard published works.

The key to citing primary sources is to provide enough information for another researcher to locate
the exact item. This often involves identifying the author or creator of the source, the title or a
descriptive identifier, the date of the document, and its repository. For unpublished materials,
specifying the collection, box, and folder number is crucial.

Citing Unpublished Manuscripts and Letters

When citing unpublished manuscripts, such as personal letters or diaries, the citation should include
the author of the document, the recipient (if applicable), the date of the document, and its location in
an archive or special collection. For example: 5. Frederick Douglass to Harriet Beecher Stowe,
November 19, 1852, Frederick Douglass Papers, Manuscript Division, Library of Congress,
Washington, D.C., Box 12, Folder 34.

If the manuscript is a published collection of primary source documents, it should be cited as a book,
with the title of the collection italicized. However, if you are referencing a specific document within
that collection, the note will also include details about that particular item, such as its title or date,
and the page number within the published collection. The bibliography would then list the collection
as a whole.

Citing Newspapers and Periodicals from the Past

Historical newspapers and periodicals are invaluable primary sources. When citing them, Chicago
style requires the title of the newspaper or periodical (italicized), the date of the issue, and the page
number. For example: 6. The Liberator, January 1, 1855, 3. For specific articles, include the author
(if known) and the title of the article in quotation marks.

If you are using a digitized version of a historical newspaper, you should cite the online source as
well, following the guidelines for internet resources. This means including the name of the database
or website and the URL. The specific format would be a combination of print and digital citation
elements, ensuring the reader can access the material through either means if possible. The
bibliography entry would reflect the specific version used.

Archival Materials and Special Collections

Archival materials and special collections present unique challenges for citation because they are
often uncataloged or organized in complex hierarchical structures. Chicago style emphasizes clarity
and comprehensiveness in identifying these materials, ensuring that other scholars can trace your
research path.



The core principle is to provide a full chain of provenance and location. This means identifying the
specific repository, the collection name or number, the box or folio number, and the specific item or
document within that box. For historical research conducted in archives, this level of detail is non-
negotiable for academic rigor.

Navigating and Citing Repository Holdings

When citing materials from an archive or special collection, begin with the name of the institution.
Then, identify the specific collection by its name or accession number. Follow this with the box
number, folder number, and finally, the specific item or page number. For example: 7. Papers of
Eleanor Roosevelt, Eleanor Roosevelt Collection, Franklin D. Roosevelt Presidential Library, Hyde
Park, N.Y., Box 78, Folder "Speeches, 1948."

If the archive has a finding aid available online, it is good practice to mention it or include a URL in
your citation if the item is directly accessible. This aids other researchers in navigating the archival
materials. The bibliography entry should also be as detailed as possible, providing the archive name,
collection name, and relevant accession or identification numbers. It is important to confirm the
specific citation practices of the archive you are using, as some may have preferred formats.

Oral Histories and Unpublished Interviews

Oral histories and unpublished interviews are significant primary sources, particularly for social and
cultural history. Chicago style requires identifying the interviewee, the interviewer (if different), the
date of the interview, and the repository where the recording or transcript is housed. It is also
essential to note the format of the source, whether it is a transcript, audio recording, or video.

A typical citation might be: 8. Interview with Maria Rodriguez, by Sarah Chen, July 10, 2022,
transcript, oral history collection, Center for Midwestern Oral History, University of Chicago.

If quoting directly from an audio or video recording, include the time markers for the quoted
material. For example: 8. Interview with Maria Rodriguez, by Sarah Chen, July 10, 2022, audio
recording, Center for Midwestern Oral History, University of Chicago, 00:15:30-00:16:10.

Secondary Sources and Academic Literature

While primary sources are crucial, historical research is also deeply engaged with existing
scholarship. Citing secondary sources accurately within Chicago style ensures that your work is
situated within the broader historiographical conversation and that you give due credit to the
scholars who have shaped the field.

The citation of secondary sources, such as books and journal articles by other historians, follows the
general rules for Chicago style, but with particular attention to how your argument engages with or



diverges from these sources. This often involves quoting or paraphrasing arguments, using data or
evidence presented by other scholars, or referencing their interpretations.

Engaging with Scholarly Books

When citing a scholarly book written by another historian, the note and bibliography entries will
follow the standard book format described earlier. The key is to ensure that the citation accurately
reflects the specific argument or information you are drawing from the book. This means citing the
exact page number where the relevant passage appears.

For example, when discussing a particular historical interpretation: 9. Joyce E. Chaplin, The First
Scientific American: Benjamin Franklin and the New World of Science (Cambridge, MA: Belknap
Press of Harvard University Press, 2006), 88. The bibliography entry will list the book alphabetically
by Chaplin's last name.

Referencing Journal Articles and Edited Volumes

Journal articles are a vital part of academic discourse in history. Their citation follows the
established format for articles, ensuring that the journal title, volume, issue, and page numbers are
all included. Similarly, chapters within edited volumes require citing both the chapter author and
the editor(s) of the volume, along with the volume title and publication details.

For a chapter in an edited volume: 10. Michael O. Emerson and Christian Smith, "Rethinking the
Role of Religion in the Lives of African Americans," in Religion and the Social Order, ed. Donald E.
Miller and David A. Roozen (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1994), 45-78, at 52.

The bibliography entry will list the author of the chapter, followed by the chapter title, then the
editors and the title of the book. This detailed referencing acknowledges the contributions of all
authors involved and helps readers locate the specific source of information.

Consistency and Best Practices in Chicago Style

Adherence to Chicago Manual Style for historical research is not just about following rules; it's
about cultivating a habit of precision and consistency. Inconsistent citation can undermine the
credibility of your research and frustrate readers trying to verify your sources. Therefore,
establishing and maintaining consistency throughout your work is a critical best practice.

This means making conscious decisions about your citation choices early in the research process and
sticking to them. Whether you use footnotes or endnotes, or how you format specific types of
primary sources, maintaining uniformity across your entire manuscript is essential for a professional
and scholarly presentation.



Maintaining Uniformity in Notes and Bibliography

The most common pitfall is inconsistency in the formatting of notes and bibliography entries. For
example, one might use different abbreviations for common terms, inconsistent punctuation, or
varied capitalization across entries. To avoid this, it is highly recommended to use a style manual
consistently and to proofread meticulously for any deviations.

Pay close attention to details like the placement of commas, the use of italics, and the inclusion or
exclusion of information such as the date of access for online sources. If you are citing multiple
works by the same author, ensure that the shortened titles in subsequent notes are formatted
identically. Similarly, all bibliography entries should follow the same structural and punctuation
conventions.

The Role of Style Manuals and Software

The Chicago Manual of Style itself is the ultimate authority. However, many historians also find it
helpful to consult specialized guides or online resources that offer examples tailored to historical
research. These can provide quick references for common source types encountered in the field.

Citation management software can also be a valuable tool for maintaining consistency, especially for
large research projects. These programs help organize source information and can generate
bibliographies automatically. However, it is crucial to remember that these tools are not infallible.
Always double-check the generated citations against the Chicago Manual of Style to ensure accuracy
and compliance.

Common Challenges and Solutions in Chicago Manual
Style

Historical research often involves unique and sometimes challenging source materials that do not fit
neatly into standard citation categories. Navigating these complexities within the framework of
Chicago Manual Style requires careful attention to the manual's principles and a willingness to
adapt them thoughtfully.

One common challenge is citing sources that are difficult to categorize, such as ephemeral
documents, unpublished dissertations not available through standard channels, or personal
correspondence that has not been formally archived. Another challenge arises when dealing with
different editions of the same historical text or when sources have multiple authors or complex
publication histories.

Dealing with Obscure or Undocumented Sources



For obscure or undocumented sources, the primary goal of Chicago style remains paramount: to
provide enough information for retrieval. If a source lacks a clear author, title, or publication date,
you must describe it as accurately and comprehensively as possible in your note. This might involve
stating its physical characteristics, the date it was created, and its current location.

For instance, if you found a handwritten ledger in a small local archive without a formal title or
known author, you would describe it as follows: 11. Unnamed Ledger, 1880-1895, Local Historical
Society Archive, Springfield, Illinois, Box 3, Item 7. In your bibliography, you would list it
descriptively, perhaps under the name of the archive or a descriptive heading. The key is
transparency about the nature of the source and its accessibility.

Citing Translated Works and Multiple Editions

When citing translated works, Chicago style requires mentioning the translator. In a note, you would
typically cite the original author, the translated title, the translator, and the publication details of the
translated edition. For example: 12. Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison,
trans. Alan Sheridan (New York: Vintage Books, 1995), 30.

If you are using a specific edition of a work that is important for your argument (e.g., a critical
edition or an annotated version), you should specify which edition you are using. If you consulted
multiple editions of the same text, cite the one you primarily used for your quotations. In the
bibliography, list the edition you cited.

FAQ

Q: What is the primary citation system recommended by the
Chicago Manual of Style for historical research?

A: The Chicago Manual of Style primarily recommends the notes and bibliography system for
historical research. This system uses footnotes or endnotes for in-text citations and concludes with a
comprehensive bibliography.

Q: How should I cite a letter from a historical figure found in
an archive according to Chicago style?

A: To cite a letter from a historical figure found in an archive, you should include the author of the
letter, the recipient (if applicable), the date of the letter, and its location within the archive,
specifying the collection name, box number, and folder number.

Q: What are the essential elements for citing a journal article
in historical research using Chicago style?

A: Essential elements for citing a journal article include the author's name, the article title (in
quotation marks), the journal title (italicized), the volume and issue numbers, the year of publication,
and the page numbers of the article.



Q: How do I cite an online resource that I found for my
historical research?

A: When citing an online resource, include the author or creator (if known), the title of the specific
page or document, the name of the website or archive, the date of publication or last update (if
available), and a stable URL. It is also advisable to include the date you accessed the material.

Q: What is the difference between citing a primary source and
a secondary source in Chicago style?

A: Citing primary sources often requires more detailed information about the source's origin and
location (e.g., archival box and folder numbers) to ensure retrievability. Secondary sources are cited
using more standard bibliographic information for published works, focusing on author, title, and
publication details.

Q: Should I include all sources I consulted in my bibliography,
or only those I cited in my notes?

A: For historical research using the notes and bibliography system, the bibliography should include
all sources cited in the notes. It is also good practice to include significant sources consulted for
background or context, even if not directly quoted.

Q: How do I handle citing multiple works by the same author
in my Chicago style notes?

A: In subsequent notes for the same author, you should use a shortened form of the citation. This
typically includes the author's last name, a shortened version of the title (italicized), and the page
number. Ensure consistency in how you create these shortened titles.

Q: What is the best practice for maintaining consistency in
Chicago Manual Style citations?

A: The best practice for maintaining consistency is to refer to the Chicago Manual of Style
consistently, make conscious decisions about your citation formats early in your research, and
proofread your work meticulously for any deviations in punctuation, capitalization, or formatting.
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