
chicago style humanities citation
mistakes

Common Chicago Style Humanities Citation
Mistakes and How to Avoid Them

chicago style humanities citation mistakes are a common hurdle for students and
scholars alike, often leading to frustrating deductions in academic work. Navigating the
intricacies of the Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) can be daunting, especially when dealing
with the two distinct citation systems: notes and bibliography, and author-date. This article
delves into the most frequent errors encountered when citing sources in the humanities,
providing clear explanations and practical advice to ensure accuracy and adherence to
academic standards. We will explore common pitfalls in formatting, citing various source
types, and understanding the fundamental differences between the two CMOS systems,
empowering you to produce polished and impeccably cited research.
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Understanding the Two Chicago Style Systems

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) offers two primary citation systems: the notes and
bibliography system and the author-date system. While both aim to provide clear and
consistent attribution, they have different applications and require distinct formatting.
Understanding which system your discipline or publication requires is the first crucial step
in avoiding citation blunders. The notes and bibliography system is prevalent in history,
literature, and the arts, relying on numbered footnotes or endnotes to refer to sources,
followed by a comprehensive bibliography. Conversely, the author-date system is more



common in the social sciences and is characterized by parenthetical citations within the
text (Author Year) and a reference list at the end.

Many mistakes stem from a misunderstanding of these foundational differences. For
instance, authors might mistakenly use parenthetical citations in a paper that requires
footnotes, or vice versa. The notes and bibliography system demands a higher level of
detail in the initial note entry, as it often serves as the reader's first encounter with the
source information. The author-date system, while more concise in-text, requires precise
year inclusion in the parenthetical reference. Familiarizing yourself with the specific
requirements of your assignment or publication is paramount to preventing these early-
stage errors.

Common Footnote/Endnote Citation Mistakes

The notes and bibliography system, favored in many humanities disciplines, presents
several common pitfalls that can impact the credibility of academic work. One of the most
frequent errors involves the formatting of the initial note versus subsequent notes for the
same source. The first citation of a source in a footnote or endnote typically includes full
publication details, whereas subsequent citations of the same work can be shortened,
usually including the author's last name, a shortened title, and the page number. Failing to
differentiate between these initial and subsequent note formats is a prevalent mistake.

Incomplete or Incorrect First Note Details

A significant number of citation errors occur in the very first note for a source. Researchers
often omit crucial publication information such as the publisher, publication year, or specific
page numbers referenced. For books, the full title, author, publisher, publication city, and
year are essential for the first note. Missing even one of these elements can render the
citation incomplete and difficult for a reader to track down the original source. This also
extends to articles, where the journal name, volume, issue number, and page range must
be accurately provided in the initial note.

Incorrect Punctuation and Capitalization in Notes

Punctuation errors are rampant in Chicago style notes. Commas, periods, and colons must
be placed precisely according to CMOS guidelines. For instance, a common mistake is using
periods where commas are required between elements like author and title, or incorrectly
placing the period at the end of the note. Similarly, capitalization can be problematic. While
titles of books and articles are typically title-cased (major words capitalized), authors’
names and publisher names should be capitalized according to standard English
conventions. Incorrect capitalization can lead to a less professional appearance.



Mismanaging Page Numbers in Notes

The precise indication of page numbers is critical, especially in the notes system where
specific arguments or passages are being referenced. Errors can arise from using the wrong
abbreviation (e.g., "p." for a single page, "pp." for multiple pages) or by not including the
page number at all when necessary. When citing a range of pages, the format should be
clear, such as "pp. 15-25," not "pp. 15-5" or similar truncations. Many also forget to include
the specific page number when directly quoting or paraphrasing a particular idea, which is
a fundamental requirement for pinpointing information.

Errors in the Bibliography Section

While the notes provide the immediate citation, the bibliography or works cited page offers
a comprehensive list of all sources consulted. Common mistakes here include inconsistent
alphabetization, incorrect formatting of entries (especially the order of elements), and the
omission of sources that were cited in the notes. The bibliography entries for books and
articles typically follow a slightly different structure than the first note, often with the
author's last name first and a colon separating the title from publication details. Failing to
adhere to these specific bibliographic formats is a frequent oversight.

Frequent Author-Date Citation Errors

The author-date system, while seemingly simpler due to its in-text nature, also harbors its
own set of common mistakes. The core of this system is the parenthetical citation within
the text. The most frequent errors here involve the accuracy of the author's name and the
publication year, and the correct placement of the citation relative to the text it supports.

Inaccurate Author Names and Years in Parenthetical
Citations

The most fundamental error in the author-date system is the incorrect spelling of an
author's last name or the inclusion of the wrong publication year within the parenthetical
citation. This can arise from simple typographical errors or from mistaking one source for
another. If the in-text citation does not precisely match an entry in the reference list, the
reader will be unable to locate the source. Double-checking these details for every
parenthetical citation is crucial.

Incorrect Placement of Parenthetical Citations

The placement of the parenthetical citation is critical for clarity. It should generally appear



after the material it supports, often immediately before the punctuation mark that ends the
sentence or clause. Placing it too early or too late can create ambiguity about what
information the citation refers to. For example, placing a citation after a conjunction but
before the main part of the clause it's meant to cite can be confusing. Ensuring the citation
directly and clearly attributes the preceding information is key.

Missing or Incorrect Reference List Entries

Similar to the bibliography in the notes system, the reference list in the author-date system
must be complete and accurately formatted. Common mistakes include omitting sources
that have been cited in the text, including sources that were not cited, and inconsistent
formatting of the entries. The reference list entries for books, articles, and other media
must adhere to specific CMOS guidelines regarding capitalization, punctuation, and the
order of information. Failing to align the reference list precisely with the in-text citations is
a significant error.

Overlooking Specific Page Numbers for Direct Quotes

While parenthetical citations in the author-date system primarily use author and year,
direct quotations require the inclusion of specific page numbers. Forgetting to add the page
number to a direct quote, even if the author and year are present, is a common oversight.
The format for this is typically (Author Year, page). For example, (Smith 2020, 45). This
ensures the reader can locate the exact passage being quoted.

Mistakes in Citing Specific Source Types

The sheer variety of sources available in academic research means that specific formatting
rules apply to different types of materials. Failing to adhere to these nuanced rules is a
frequent source of Chicago style humanities citation mistakes.

Books and Edited Volumes

When citing books, errors often occur in distinguishing between single-author works, edited
volumes, and books with multiple authors. For edited volumes, the editor's name should be
listed first, followed by "ed." or "eds." For books with multiple authors, the order of names
in the citation should mirror their order on the title page. The publication city and publisher
name are also frequently misplaced or omitted.



Journal Articles and Magazine Articles

Citing articles from scholarly journals and popular magazines requires specific details that
are often confused. For journal articles, the journal title should be italicized, and the article
title should be in quotation marks. Crucially, the volume and issue numbers, along with the
page range of the article, must be included. For magazine articles, the title of the magazine
is typically italicized, and the date of publication is more prominent, often including the
month and day. The page numbers are also important. Omitting any of these key elements
leads to incomplete citations.

Websites and Online Resources

Citing online sources can be particularly tricky due to the fluid nature of web content and
varying information availability. Common mistakes include omitting the URL, the date of
access, or the name of the website. For articles or pages with no clear author, the title of
the page or website might be used instead. It is crucial to provide the most stable
information possible, including the publication date if available and the date the source was
accessed, as online content can change or disappear.

Primary Sources and Archival Materials

Citing primary sources, such as historical documents, letters, or unpublished manuscripts,
often involves unique challenges. The specific location within an archive, collection name,
and item identifier are crucial for accurate citation. Researchers may overlook the need for
this granular detail, leading to citations that are impossible to follow. Furthermore, for
published primary sources, the citation should reflect the edition being used.

General Formatting and Consistency Errors

Beyond specific citation elements, general formatting and consistency play a significant
role in the overall quality and accuracy of a Chicago style document. Even with correct
individual citation details, overarching errors can detract from the work.

Inconsistent Use of Notes vs. Bibliography/Reference
List

A fundamental mistake is inconsistency in the application of the chosen citation system.
This could involve using footnotes for some sources and parenthetical citations for others,
or creating a bibliography that doesn't align with the notes or reference list. Every source
mentioned in the text must be accounted for in the final reference list or bibliography, and



vice versa. This requires careful tracking throughout the writing process.

Formatting of Titles

The distinction between italicizing and using quotation marks for titles is a common area of
error. Generally, standalone works like books, journals, and websites are italicized, while
shorter works published within larger compilations, such as articles, book chapters, and
essays, are placed in quotation marks. Forgetting this distinction or applying it
inconsistently undermines the clarity of citations.

Spacing and Indentation

Minor, yet significant, formatting errors include incorrect spacing between elements within
a citation, or improper indentation of bibliography or reference list entries. For instance, the
hanging indent is a standard convention for bibliographies and reference lists, where the
first line of each entry is flush with the left margin, and subsequent lines are indented.
Failing to implement this consistently can make the list appear messy and less professional.

Proofreading and Final Checks for Chicago Style
Accuracy

The final stage of ensuring accurate Chicago style humanities citation is meticulous
proofreading. Many errors are simple oversights that can be caught with a dedicated
review. It is highly recommended to set aside time specifically for citation checking,
independent of content editing.

A crucial step is to compare every note or parenthetical citation directly against its
corresponding entry in the bibliography or reference list. Ensure that all details match,
including author names, titles, publication dates, and page numbers. Additionally, re-read
the entire paper specifically looking for any missing citations, especially after paraphrasing
or summarizing information from a source. Many citation management tools can assist in
this process, but they are not foolproof and should be used in conjunction with manual
review. Paying close attention to the small details, such as commas, periods, and
capitalization, can make a significant difference in the overall accuracy and professionalism
of your academic work.

FAQ



Q: What is the most common mistake in Chicago style
humanities citations?
A: The most common mistake is often inconsistency in formatting, either between notes
and bibliography, or within different types of source entries. This can include incorrect
punctuation, capitalization, or the omission of essential publication details.

Q: How do I correctly cite a book in Chicago style
footnotes for the first time?
A: For the first footnote citation of a book, you should include: Author's First and Last Name,
Title of Book (City of Publication: Publisher, Year), Page Number. For example: Jane Doe,
The Art of Citation (Chicago: University Press, 2022), 45.

Q: What's the difference between a bibliography and a
reference list in Chicago style?
A: In the notes and bibliography system, the bibliography is a comprehensive list of all
sources consulted for the paper. In the author-date system, the reference list includes only
the sources that have been cited in the text.

Q: Can I use an abbreviation for "pages" in Chicago
style footnotes?
A: Yes, you use "p." for a single page and "pp." for a range of pages in Chicago style
footnotes. For example, (p. 25) or (pp. 10-15).

Q: What if a website doesn't list a publication date?
A: If a website lacks a publication date, you should use the abbreviation "n.d." (no date) in
place of the year. You should also include the date you accessed the website.

Q: How do I cite a source that has multiple authors in
Chicago style?
A: For two authors, list both names with "and" between them. For three or more authors,
list the first author's name followed by "et al." (and others). This applies to both footnotes
and the bibliography/reference list.

Q: What is a "hanging indent" and why is it important in
Chicago style bibliographies?
A: A hanging indent is a formatting style where the first line of each bibliographic entry is



flush with the left margin, and all subsequent lines are indented. This makes the list easier
to read by clearly separating entries.

Q: Should I italicize website titles in Chicago style?
A: Generally, the titles of standalone websites or major sections of websites are italicized,
similar to books or journals. However, the specific convention can vary slightly depending
on the context and the nature of the online resource.

Q: What is the most common error when citing journal
articles in Chicago style?
A: A very common error is the incorrect formatting of the journal title and article title, or
missing essential publication details like the volume, issue number, and full page range of
the article.

Q: How do I cite a direct quote in the author-date
system of Chicago style?
A: When using a direct quote in the author-date system, you must include the author's last
name, the year of publication, and the specific page number in parentheses. For example:
(Smith 2020, 55).
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