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Chicago Style for Political Science Essays: A Comprehensive Guide

chicago style for political science essays is a crucial element for academic success in the
discipline, ensuring clarity, credibility, and adherence to scholarly conventions. This comprehensive
guide delves into the intricacies of the Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS), specifically as it applies to
political science research papers, research proposals, and dissertations. Understanding its nuances,
from in-text citations to bibliographical entries, is paramount for presenting well-supported
arguments and avoiding plagiarism. We will explore the two primary citation systems offered by
Chicago – Notes-Bibliography and Author-Date – and detail their application in political science
contexts. Furthermore, this article will cover essential formatting guidelines, including how to
structure your essay, manage footnotes and endnotes, and craft a robust bibliography. Mastering
Chicago style is not just about following rules; it's about contributing effectively to the ongoing
academic discourse in political science.

Table of Contents

Understanding the Chicago Manual of Style
The Two Citation Systems in Chicago Style
Notes-Bibliography System for Political Science Essays
Author-Date System for Political Science Essays
Key Formatting Guidelines for Political Science Papers
Crafting Effective Citations in Political Science
The Bibliography or Reference List in Chicago Style
Common Pitfalls and How to Avoid Them
Mastering Chicago Style for Political Science Excellence

Understanding the Chicago Manual of Style
The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS), first published in 1906, is a widely respected and
comprehensive style guide used across many academic disciplines, including political science. Its
authority stems from its detailed coverage of every aspect of manuscript preparation and
publication, from grammar and punctuation to citation practices. For political science essays,
adhering to Chicago style lends an air of academic rigor and professionalism, demonstrating that the
author has meticulously documented their research and engaged with existing scholarship in a
transparent manner.

Unlike some other style guides that might be more narrowly focused, Chicago offers a broad scope
that encompasses everything from the mechanics of writing to the finer points of stylistic
consistency. Its adaptability is a key strength, allowing scholars to navigate the complexities of
academic writing with confidence. When embarking on a political science essay, consulting the
latest edition of the CMOS is the most reliable way to ensure compliance with current standards.

The Two Citation Systems in Chicago Style
One of the defining features of the Chicago Manual of Style is its provision of two distinct citation



systems: the Notes-Bibliography system and the Author-Date system. Political science departments
and individual instructors may prefer one over the other, making it essential for students to clarify
which system is mandated for their specific assignments. Both systems aim to provide readers with
the necessary information to locate the sources cited in an essay, but they achieve this through
different methods.

The choice between these two systems often depends on the nature of the research and the expected
audience. For theoretical or historical political science essays, the Notes-Bibliography system, with
its extensive use of footnotes or endnotes, can be particularly effective. Conversely, the Author-Date
system, which uses brief in-text citations followed by a reference list, is often favored in empirical
and quantitative political science research, where it can streamline the presentation of data and
findings.

Notes-Bibliography System for Political Science Essays
The Notes-Bibliography system, often considered the more traditional of the two Chicago styles,
relies heavily on footnotes or endnotes for in-text citations. Each piece of information, quotation, or
idea drawn from an external source is typically accompanied by a superscript number in the text,
corresponding to a note at the bottom of the page (footnote) or at the end of the essay (endnote).
These notes provide the full bibliographic details of the source upon its first mention, with
subsequent citations to the same source being shortened.

This system is particularly well-suited for political science essays that engage deeply with primary
source documents, historical context, or complex theoretical arguments where extended
commentary or ancillary information might be beneficial. The notes themselves can serve as a space
for supplementary explanations, definitions, or digressions that might interrupt the flow of the main
text. For example, a political science essay discussing the nuances of a particular political theory
might use footnotes to elaborate on the etymology of a key term or to provide a brief biographical
sketch of a relevant philosopher.

Footnotes vs. Endnotes in Political Science
The choice between footnotes and endnotes within the Notes-Bibliography system is largely a matter
of preference or instructor directive. Footnotes are placed at the bottom of the page where the
citation occurs, offering immediate context for the reader. Endnotes, conversely, are compiled at the
end of the document, allowing for a cleaner presentation of the main text but requiring the reader to
flip to the end for citation information.

In political science, the prevalence of detailed argumentation can sometimes make footnotes more
practical for readers who want to quickly verify a claim or delve into supplementary material without
losing their place in the main narrative. However, for longer works or when aiming for a more
streamlined visual appearance, endnotes are a common and acceptable alternative.

First and Subsequent Citations
A crucial aspect of the Notes-Bibliography system is the format of the notes themselves. The first
time a source is cited, the note should include complete publication information: author's full name,
title of the work (italicized for books, in quotation marks for articles), publication details (city,
publisher, year), and specific page numbers. For subsequent citations to the same source, a
shortened version is used, typically consisting of the author's last name, a shortened title (if
necessary), and the page number.



For example, a first note for a book might look like: 1. John Smith, Theories of Democracy (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 2020), 45. A subsequent note to the same book would appear as: 2.
Smith, Theories of Democracy, 78. This distinction ensures that readers can easily track the source
of information while maintaining conciseness in the notes section.

Author-Date System for Political Science Essays
The Author-Date system, also known as parenthetical citation, is the other primary citation method
offered by Chicago style. In this system, brief citations are embedded directly within the text of the
essay, enclosed in parentheses. These parenthetical citations typically include the author's last name
and the year of publication, followed by a page number if a specific passage is being referenced.

This system is often preferred in empirical political science research, particularly in fields like
comparative politics, international relations, or public policy, where it facilitates the quick
referencing of findings and data from numerous studies. The direct integration of citations into the
narrative can make it easier for readers to follow the flow of the argument and to immediately
associate claims with their evidentiary basis.

In-Text Citations in Political Science
The format for in-text citations in the Author-Date system is straightforward. For example, a
reference to a work by a single author might appear as: (Smith 2020, 45). If there are multiple works
by the same author in the same year, they are distinguished by lowercase letters: (Smith 2020a, 45).
For works with two authors, both names are included: (Smith and Jones 2019, 112). For works with
three or more authors, only the first author's last name is used, followed by "et al.": (Smith et al.
2021, 89).

When citing a source that is not attributed to a specific author, such as a government report or an
organization's publication, the citation typically uses the organization's name or the title of the
report as the authorial element: (United Nations 2022, 30) or (Global Climate Report 2023, 15).

The Reference List
The Author-Date system necessitates a comprehensive Reference List at the end of the essay. This
list includes full bibliographic details for every source cited in the text. The entries are arranged
alphabetically by the author's last name. The format for each entry closely mirrors that of the
Bibliography in the Notes-Bibliography system, but with a key difference in the presentation of the
publication date, which typically appears immediately after the author's name.

For instance, a typical entry in the Reference List for a book would be: Smith, John. 2020. Theories
of Democracy. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. This systematic organization allows readers to
easily locate and consult the full details of all sources used in the political science essay.

Key Formatting Guidelines for Political Science Papers
Beyond citation styles, Chicago style also dictates a range of formatting conventions that are
essential for presenting a professional political science essay. These guidelines ensure consistency
and readability, contributing to the overall academic integrity of the work. Adhering to these
standards demonstrates attention to detail and a respect for scholarly norms.



The physical presentation of your essay is the first impression it makes. This includes elements such
as margins, line spacing, font choice, and the structure of your title page and any supplementary
sections. Familiarizing yourself with these details from the outset will prevent last-minute
corrections and ensure your work meets all the requirements of your assignment or publication
venue.

Title Page and Running Heads
While not always required, a title page is common for political science essays, especially longer ones
or those submitted for a formal grade. It should typically include the title of the essay, your name,
the course name, the instructor's name, and the date. Running heads, or headers, are often included
in longer academic papers and dissertations to identify the document and its author on each page.
The exact requirements for title pages and running heads can vary, so it's always best to consult
your instructor's guidelines.

For a political science essay, a clear and informative title is paramount, as it sets the stage for the
arguments to follow. The title page should be clean and free of clutter, presenting the essential
information in a well-organized manner.

Margins, Spacing, and Font
Standard formatting in Chicago style typically requires 1-inch margins on all sides of the page. The
essay should be double-spaced, including block quotations and the bibliography or reference list. A
readable, standard font, such as Times New Roman, Arial, or Garamond, in 12-point size, is
generally recommended. Consistency in font usage and spacing throughout the document is crucial
for maintaining a professional appearance.

These seemingly minor details contribute significantly to the legibility and professionalism of a
political science essay. Proper spacing allows readers to easily follow the text, while consistent font
choices create a cohesive and polished look.

Tables and Figures
When incorporating tables and figures into a political science essay, Chicago style provides specific
guidelines for their labeling and formatting. Each table and figure should be numbered sequentially
(e.g., Table 1, Figure 2) and have a descriptive title. They should be placed as close as possible to
their first mention in the text, and any notes or sources for the data should be clearly indicated
below the table or figure.

Properly formatted tables and figures can enhance the clarity and impact of a political science essay,
especially when presenting statistical data, survey results, or graphical representations of trends.
Adhering to Chicago's guidelines ensures these visual aids are presented professionally and are
easily understandable.

Crafting Effective Citations in Political Science
The core purpose of any citation style is to give credit where credit is due and to allow readers to
trace the origin of ideas and evidence. In political science, where debates are often built upon
previous research and empirical data, accurate and thorough citations are non-negotiable. Both the
Notes-Bibliography and Author-Date systems in Chicago style demand precision in their execution.



Beyond simply avoiding plagiarism, effective citation practices in political science demonstrate a
researcher's engagement with the scholarly conversation. It signals an understanding of the
intellectual lineage of the ideas being discussed and provides a roadmap for others interested in
exploring the topic further. Mastery of citation is thus a hallmark of responsible scholarship.

Citing Diverse Political Science Sources
Political science research draws from a wide array of sources, including academic books, journal
articles, government reports, newspaper articles, interviews, websites, and even social media.
Chicago style offers specific formats for each of these. For instance, citing a government document
might involve different elements than citing a peer-reviewed journal article.

Key elements to consider for different sources include author(s), title, publication details, edition,
volume, issue numbers, dates, and specific page numbers. Political science essays might frequently
cite scholarly articles from journals like the American Political Science Review or the Journal of
Politics, requiring careful attention to journal-specific citation formats.

Quoting, Paraphrasing, and Summarizing
Whether you are quoting directly, paraphrasing another author's ideas, or summarizing a larger
work, proper citation is always required. Direct quotations must be enclosed in quotation marks (or
set as block quotations if longer than four lines) and attributed to the source with a corresponding
citation. Paraphrasing and summarizing also require attribution, even though the wording is your
own, to acknowledge the original author's contribution.

In political science, the judicious use of direct quotes can lend authority to your arguments, while
paraphrasing allows you to integrate source material more seamlessly into your own prose.
However, both must be meticulously cited to avoid misrepresenting the source of the ideas.

The Bibliography or Reference List in Chicago Style
The Bibliography (for Notes-Bibliography system) or Reference List (for Author-Date system) serves
as the comprehensive catalog of all the sources consulted and cited within a political science essay.
This section is critical for providing a complete picture of the research undertaken and allowing
readers to access the original materials. The organization and formatting of this list must be precise
and consistent.

The primary purpose of this concluding list is to provide full bibliographic information for every
source that has been referenced in the main body of the essay. This transparency is a cornerstone of
academic integrity and enables the replication and verification of research findings, which is
particularly important in empirical political science.

Formatting Principles for Bibliographies
In both Chicago systems, the Bibliography or Reference List is typically alphabetized by the author's
last name. Each entry should contain all the necessary information to identify and locate the source.
For books, this includes author(s), title, place of publication, publisher, and year. For journal
articles, it includes author(s), article title, journal title, volume, issue, and page numbers, along with
the year of publication.

The distinction between the two systems lies primarily in the placement of the publication date. In



the Author-Date system's Reference List, the date usually follows the author's name. In the Notes-
Bibliography system's Bibliography, the date typically appears at the end of the entry, before any
other details like page ranges for articles.

What to Include in the Bibliography
Crucially, a Chicago-style Bibliography or Reference List should include all sources cited within the
essay, and ideally, all sources consulted during the research process, even if not directly cited. This
practice, sometimes referred to as a "Works Consulted" list, provides a more complete overview of
the research undertaken. However, for most academic essays, sticking to cited works is the standard
requirement.

The inclusion of a comprehensive list of consulted sources can offer valuable context for readers,
showcasing the breadth of research that informed the political science essay. It also helps to
demonstrate the author's thoroughness in exploring the relevant literature.

Common Pitfalls and How to Avoid Them
Navigating Chicago style for political science essays can present challenges, and certain errors are
commonly made by students. Being aware of these potential pitfalls is the first step in avoiding them
and ensuring your work adheres to the highest academic standards. These mistakes often relate to
consistency, accuracy, and completeness in citation and formatting.

Many of these issues stem from a misunderstanding of the rules or a lack of careful proofreading. By
taking a proactive approach and double-checking your work against the guidelines, you can
significantly improve the quality and credibility of your political science essay.

Inconsistent Citation Practices
One of the most frequent errors is inconsistency in how sources are cited, both within the text and in
the final bibliography or reference list. This can manifest as using different formats for the same
type of source or mixing elements from different citation styles. For example, incorrectly capitalizing
titles or omitting publication years can lead to confusion.

To avoid this, choose one system (Notes-Bibliography or Author-Date) and stick to it rigorously.
Utilize style guides or citation management software to maintain consistency. A final, thorough
review specifically dedicated to checking citation accuracy is indispensable for any political science
essay.

Misinterpreting Source Types
Another common mistake is misapplying Chicago's citation rules to different types of sources. The
formatting for a journal article is distinct from that of a book, a chapter in an edited volume, or a
web page. Political science essays frequently incorporate a wide variety of materials, and
understanding the specific requirements for each is vital.

For instance, differentiating between the citation of a standalone book and a chapter within an
edited collection is crucial. Carefully consult the CMOS for guidelines on each specific source type
you encounter in your political science research. When in doubt, always refer to the manual or your
instructor's guidance.



Errors in Bibliographical Information
Inaccuracies in the bibliographic details themselves—such as incorrect author names, misspelled
titles, or missing publication years—are also common. These errors can render sources untraceable
and undermine the credibility of your political science essay. This often happens when information is
transcribed incorrectly from the source document.

The best way to avoid this is to meticulously record all bibliographic information as you gather your
sources. Copying and pasting directly from reliable academic databases or using citation generators
cautiously (and then verifying their output) can help. Always double-check the final bibliography
against the original sources.

Mastering Chicago Style for Political Science
Excellence
Mastering Chicago style for political science essays is an ongoing process that requires diligence,
attention to detail, and a commitment to academic integrity. By understanding the fundamental
principles of the Notes-Bibliography and Author-Date systems, adhering to essential formatting
guidelines, and consistently applying accurate citation practices, you can produce polished and
credible scholarly work.

The ability to effectively communicate research findings and engage with existing scholarship is
central to success in political science. Chicago style provides a robust framework for achieving this.
Embrace the learning process, utilize available resources, and strive for accuracy in every aspect of
your writing. The reward is not just a well-formatted essay, but a stronger foundation for your
academic and professional journey in political science.

FAQ

Q: What is the primary difference between the Notes-
Bibliography and Author-Date systems in Chicago style for
political science essays?
A: The primary difference lies in how sources are cited within the text. The Notes-Bibliography
system uses footnotes or endnotes with superscript numbers, while the Author-Date system uses
parenthetical citations containing the author's last name and the publication year directly within the
text.

Q: Which citation system is more common in political science:
Notes-Bibliography or Author-Date?
A: Both systems are used in political science, but the Author-Date system is often preferred in
empirical and quantitative research for its conciseness. The Notes-Bibliography system may be more
common in theoretical, historical, or qualitative political science research where extensive
commentary or a focus on primary sources is prevalent. However, departmental or instructor
preference is the ultimate determinant.



Q: Do I need to include a title page for a Chicago-style
political science essay?
A: While Chicago style doesn't mandate a title page, many academic institutions and instructors do.
It's essential to check your assignment guidelines. If a title page is required, it should typically
include the essay's title, your name, the course, the instructor's name, and the date.

Q: How should I format block quotations in a Chicago-style
political science essay?
A: Block quotations (passages of four or more lines of text) should be formatted by indenting the
entire quotation one-half inch from the left margin and single-spacing the text. Do not use quotation
marks around the block quotation itself, and place the citation after the final punctuation mark.

Q: What is the purpose of a Bibliography or Reference List in a
Chicago-style political science essay?
A: The Bibliography or Reference List provides a complete alphabetical listing of all sources cited
within the essay, offering full bibliographic details. This allows readers to locate and consult the
original sources, ensuring transparency and academic integrity.

Q: Can I use online citation generators for my Chicago-style
political science essays?
A: Online citation generators can be helpful for creating citations, but they should be used with
caution. Always verify the accuracy and completeness of generated citations against the Chicago
Manual of Style or your instructor's guidelines, as these generators can sometimes make errors.

Q: Should I include works I consulted but didn't directly cite
in my Chicago-style political science essay's bibliography?
A: Chicago style typically requires that the Bibliography or Reference List include only works that
have been cited within the essay. However, some instructors may request a "Works Consulted" list
that includes all materials you reviewed, even if not directly referenced. Always clarify this with your
instructor.

Q: What are the basic formatting requirements for margins,
spacing, and font in a Chicago-style political science essay?
A: Standard Chicago style formatting typically requires 1-inch margins on all sides, double-spacing
for the main text and the bibliography/reference list, and a 12-point readable font such as Times
New Roman or Arial.



Q: How do I cite a government report in a Chicago-style
political science essay?
A: Citing a government report usually involves listing the issuing agency as the author, followed by
the title of the report (italicized), publication location, publisher (often the agency itself), and year. If
a specific author is listed, they take precedence. The format will differ slightly between the Notes-
Bibliography and Author-Date systems.
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