chicago style author date for code snippet

The Art of Citing: Chicago Style Author-Date for Code Snippets

chicago style author date for code snippet citation can seem daunting, especially when
integrating programming code into academic or technical writing. This guide aims to demystify the
process, providing a comprehensive framework for accurately referencing code according to the
Chicago Manual of Style's author-date system. Understanding the nuances of citing digital artifacts,
including code, is crucial for maintaining academic integrity and ensuring your readers can easily
locate and verify your sources. We will explore the essential components of a Chicago author-date
citation for code, the specific elements to include, and practical examples for various scenarios,
ensuring your work adheres to scholarly standards.
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Understanding the Chicago Author-Date System

The Chicago Manual of Style

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) offers two primary citation systems: notes-bibliography and
author-date. The author-date system, as its name suggests, relies on in-text citations that include the
author's last name and the year of publication, with a corresponding full citation in a reference list at
the end of the document. This system is often favored in the social sciences and natural sciences for
its directness and ease of integration within the narrative flow.

Author-Date Principles

The fundamental principle of the author-date system is to provide enough information in the in-text
citation for the reader to quickly locate the full bibliographic entry. This entry then furnishes all the
necessary details for retrieval, including author, date, title, and publication or access information.
When applied to code, this means identifying the creator of the code, when it was made available,
and where it can be found.



Why Cite Code Snippets?

Academic Integrity and Attribution

Citing code snippets is not merely a stylistic formality; it is a cornerstone of academic integrity. When
you incorporate code written by others into your own work, whether it's a small function, a class
definition, or an entire script, you are using their intellectual property. Proper attribution
acknowledges their contribution, prevents plagiarism, and allows your readers to trace the origin of
the code, understand its context, and potentially build upon it or verify its functionality.

Enabling Reproducibility and Verification

In technical and scientific writing, reproducibility is paramount. If a reader is intrigued by a code
snippet you've used, they need to be able to find the exact version to test, adapt, or learn from it. A
well-formed Chicago author-date citation provides the necessary link to the original source, facilitating
a transparent and verifiable research process. This is particularly important in fields where software
and algorithms play a central role.

Core Components of a Chicago Author-Date Citation for
Code

Author or Creator Identification

The first crucial element is identifying the author or creator of the code. This might be an individual's
name, a team, or an organization. If the code is hosted on a platform like GitHub, the username of the
uploader or repository owner often serves as the author. For proprietary software, the company name
is typically used.

Year of Publication or Last Update

The date is equally important in the author-date system. For code, this typically refers to the year the
specific version you are citing was published, released, or last updated. Many code repositories
provide this information clearly. If a precise year is unavailable, you may need to use a more general
date or consult the platform’s guidelines for handling undated sources.

Title of the Code or Repository

The title provides a descriptive label for the code. This could be the name of a project repository, a
specific script file, or a function name if it's a standalone entity. The goal is to give the reader a clear
idea of what the code is about.



Source or Location Information

This component is critical for digital sources. It includes the URL or DOI (Digital Object Identifier)
where the code can be accessed. For online repositories, this will be the web address of the repository
or specific file. For software, it might be the vendor's website or a download link.

Version Information (if applicable)

When citing software or libraries, specifying the version number is often essential for reproducibility.
Different versions can have significant functional or bug differences. Including the version number
ensures that the reader is looking at the exact code you referenced.

Citing Code from Online Repositories (e.g., GitHub)

Identifying the Author and Repository Name

When referencing code from platforms like GitHub, the author is typically the username of the
individual or organization that created or maintains the repository. The repository name serves as the
title. For example, if you are citing code from “user_name/project name’, then "user_name’ is the
author and “project_ name’ is the title.

Determining the Publication Date

The publication date for code on a repository can be the initial commit date, the release date of a
specific tag, or the last commit date. CMOS generally favors the most relevant date for the specific
version being cited. For a general reference to the project, the last update date is often appropriate. If
a specific release version is cited, use the release date.

Constructing the Full Citation

A typical entry for a GitHub repository would look something like this: “AuthorName. Year. "Repository
Name." GitHub. Accessed Month Day, Year. https://github.com/username/repositoryname". If citing a
specific commit, you might include the commit hash. For example: “AuthorName. Year. "Repository
Name" (commit hash). GitHub. Accessed Month Day, Year.
https://github.com/username/repositoryname/commit/commit_hash".

Citing Code from Websites or Blogs



Treating Blog Posts or Articles as Sources

If code is embedded within a blog post or an article on a website, you would cite the article itself, with
the code snippet being a part of that article's content. The author would be the author of the blog
post or article, and the title would be the title of the post.

Locating Publication and Access Dates

Look for the publication date of the article. If no publication date is visible, note the copyright date of
the website or, if absolutely necessary, use the access date as the primary date, though this is less
ideal. The URL of the specific article is crucial for retrieval.

Formatting the Citation

The citation would follow a pattern like: “AuthorLastName, AuthorFirstName. Year. "Article Title."
Website Name. Accessed Month Day, Year. URL". For example: “Smith, John. 2022. "Efficient Data
Sorting Algorithm." TechBlog. Accessed October 26, 2023.
https://www.techblog.com/articles/sorting-algorithm".

Citing Custom or Unpublished Code

When Code is Not Publicly Available

Citing code that you or someone else has written but has not made publicly available requires careful
consideration. The goal is still to provide enough information for the reader to understand the source
and, ideally, to be able to access it if permissible.

Identifying the Creator and Date

Clearly state who created the code and when it was developed or last modified. If it's your own code,
you are the author. If it's a colleague's, list them as the author and mention your communication with
them.

Describing the Code and Its Location

Provide a descriptive title for the code, such as "Custom Python Script for Data Analysis" or "Internal
Java Library v1.2." If the code is stored locally, you might state "Personal Files" or "Company Archive"
as the location. If you have shared it privately (e.g., via email), mention that.



Example Citation

“AuthorLastName, AuthorFirstName. Year. "Descriptive Title of Code." Personal Files / Private
Communication. [If applicable, mention how it was shared, e.g., "Shared via email on YYYY-MM-DD"]."
For instance: "Doe, Jane. 2023. "Experimental Machine Learning Model." Company Archive. Shared
internally on October 20, 2023."

In-Text Citations for Code Snippets

Basic Author-Date Format

The standard in-text citation in the author-date system includes the author's last name and the year
of publication, enclosed in parentheses. For example: *(Smith 2022)". If the author's name is already
mentioned in the sentence, you only need to include the year in parentheses: “Smith (2022)
developed a novel algorithm.”

Citing Specific Lines or Sections

For code snippets, it is often helpful to indicate the specific lines being referenced. This is usually
done with a page number or line number. However, since code is dynamic and line numbers can
change, CMOS prefers that you identify the specific code element by its name or function rather than
relying solely on line numbers unless absolutely necessary. If you must use line numbers, they should
be indicated in relation to the presented snippet, not the original source's line numbers. A common
approach is to refer to the function or variable name within the text and provide the full citation in the
reference list.

Example In-Text Reference

If you present a code snippet and are referencing it, you might introduce it with text like: "As
demonstrated in the following Python function (Doe 2023), the data processing is handled efficiently."
If the code itself is presented directly after the introductory sentence, the parenthetical citation might
follow the introductory sentence or be placed strategically near the snippet if it doesn't disrupt the
flow.

Formatting Code Snippets in Your Text

Distinguishing Code from Surrounding Text

Code snippets should be visually distinct from the main body of your text. This is typically achieved
through formatting.



Using Indentation and Font

The most common method is to use a monospaced font (like Courier New or Consolas) for code and to
indent the entire block of code from the left margin. This visually separates the code and preserves its
original formatting, including indentation and spacing, which is critical in many programming
languages.

In-Line Code References

For very short code elements, such as variable names, function names, or keywords that appear
within a sentence, use in-line formatting. This is usually done by enclosing the code element in
backticks (*) or by using a monospaced font for just that word or phrase. For example: “The
“process_data()" function is crucial for preparing the dataset.”

Common Challenges and Solutions

Undated or Ambiguously Dated Sources

When a precise publication date is unavailable, CMOS advises using the most appropriate date
available, such as a copyright date or the date of last revision. If no date can be determined, use
"n.d." for "no date" in the citation. However, always attempt to find a date. For online code, the last
modified date of the file or repository is often the best available proxy.

Dynamic or Constantly Updated Code

For code that is frequently updated (e.qg., actively developed open-source projects), citing a specific
version or commit is ideal. If you are referencing the project more generally, note the access date
prominently in your citation. It is good practice to state that the source is dynamic and may have
changed since your access.

Code without a Clear Author

If code appears to be from an anonymous source or a very large, uncredited team, you may need to
use the organization's name or the website's name as the author. If it's truly impossible to identify a
responsible party, CMOS allows for citing the title first, but this should be a last resort.

Best Practices for Citing Code



Be Consistent

Adhere strictly to the chosen Chicago author-date format throughout your document. Consistency is
key to a professional and scholarly presentation.

Be Specific

Provide as much detail as possible in your citations. This includes version numbers, commit hashes (if
applicable), and precise URLs. The goal is to make the source as discoverable as possible for your
readers.

Cite All Non-Original Code

If you have modified someone else's code, cite the original source and clearly indicate your
modifications. If you have developed code from scratch, you do not need to cite it unless it is based
on or heavily influenced by another's work.

Use a Reference List

Always include a comprehensive reference list at the end of your work that contains all the full
bibliographic entries for your in-text citations. This list should be titled "References."

Q: What is the main difference between Chicago style author-
date and notes-bibliography for code snippets?

A: The primary difference lies in how citations are presented. In the author-date system, in-text
citations consist of the author's last name and the publication year (e.g., (Smith 2022)). These are
then linked to a full reference list at the end of the document. In the notes-bibliography system,
citations are provided as footnotes or endnotes, with full bibliographic details included there, and a
bibliography at the end for all sources used.

Q: How do I cite a specific function within a larger code library
using Chicago author-date?

A: For a specific function within a library, you would typically cite the library itself, including its author
and publication year. In your text, you would refer to the function by its name. For instance, you
might write: "The "calculate_mean’ function from the "statslib™ library (Doe 2023) performs this
operation." The full citation in your reference list would be for the “statslib™ library.

Q: What if the code snippet I'm using doesn't have a clear
publication year?

A: If a code snippet lacks a clear publication year, the Chicago Manual of Style suggests using "n.d."



(no date) in place of the year. However, it is always best practice to try and find the most relevant
date available, such as a last-modified date, a release date of a version, or a copyright date for the
software or website hosting the code.

Q: Can | use line numbers to cite code snippets in Chicago
style?

A: While line numbers can be useful for referencing specific parts of a presented code snippet, CMOS
generally advises against relying solely on them for the original source, as line numbers can change.
Instead, focus on identifying code elements by name (e.g., function name, variable name). If you must
refer to line numbers of the presented snippet for clarity, do so within your text, but the primary
citation should point to the source’s identifiable elements.

Q: How should | format a code snippet when I include it in my
document?

A: Code snippets should be visually distinct. This is typically achieved by using a monospaced font
(like Courier New) and indenting the entire block of code from the left margin. This formatting helps
preserve the original structure and spacing of the code, which is crucial for its readability and
functionality.

Q: What if the code | found online has no discernible author?

A: If code is published online without an apparent author, you can use the name of the organization or
website that hosts the code as the author. If the website name is also unclear, the title of the work
might be used as the first element of the citation, but this should be a last resort.

Q: How do | cite a code repository like GitHub with the author-
date system?

A: For a GitHub repository, the author is typically the GitHub username of the repository owner, and
the title is the repository name. The citation should include the username, year, repository name, the
platform (GitHub), access date, and the URL. For example: "UserName. 2023. "RepositoryName."
GitHub. Accessed October 26, 2023. https://github.com/username/repositoryname.’

Q: Should | cite code | wrote myself but is based on a concept
from another source?

A: If your own code is heavily influenced by or directly implements concepts or algorithms from
another source, you should cite that original source. This acknowledges the intellectual foundation of
your work, even if the code itself is your original implementation.



Q: What is the correct way to cite a software package or
library?

A: When citing a software package or library, treat it like a published work. Include the author (often
the developers or organization), year of publication or last release, the name of the software, and if
available, the version number. The citation should also include information on where to access it, such
as a website URL. For example: “OpenAl. 2023. "GPT-4" (Version "2023-07-01"). OpenAl. Accessed
October 26, 2023. https://openai.com/api/ .

Q: How do | handle citing code that is part of a larger
published work (like a book or journal article)?

A: If a code snippet is part of a larger published work, such as a book chapter or journal article, you
would cite the book or article itself using the standard Chicago author-date format. The code snippet
is then considered content within that larger source. You might refer to specific pages or sections
within the book/article when discussing the code in your text.
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