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chicago style publishing best practices for historians are essential for producing scholarly
work that is clear, consistent, and adheres to academic standards. For historians, mastering these
guidelines is not merely about following rules; it’s about ensuring the credibility and accessibility of
their research. This comprehensive guide delves into the core tenets of Chicago Manual of Style
(CMOS) for historical publications, covering everything from citation methods and manuscript
preparation to the nuances of presenting historical evidence. We will explore the critical elements
that contribute to a polished, professional, and impactful historical work, from the initial draft to the
final published piece. Understanding these best practices will equip historians with the tools to
navigate the complexities of academic publishing successfully.
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Understanding the Chicago Manual of Style

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) serves as a cornerstone for academic writing and publishing,
particularly within the humanities, including history. It provides a comprehensive set of guidelines
for manuscript preparation, citation, grammar, punctuation, and style. For historians, adhering to
CMOS ensures that their research is presented in a manner that is both rigorous and easily
understood by their peers and a broader academic audience. The manual's flexibility, offering both
Notes-Bibliography and Author-Date systems, allows historians to choose the method best suited to
their specific field and research needs, though the Notes-Bibliography system is historically more
prevalent in historical scholarship.

The Notes-Bibliography System

The Notes-Bibliography system, often referred to as the "humanities" style, is characterized by the
use of footnotes or endnotes to cite sources. This method allows for extensive annotation within the
text without disrupting the narrative flow. Each note provides detailed bibliographic information for
a specific source, including author, title, publication details, and page numbers. This system is
particularly valuable for historians who frequently engage with a wide range of archival materials,
secondary sources, and primary documents, as it allows for concise referencing within the main
body of the text while providing complete source attribution in the notes.



The Author-Date System

While less common in traditional historical monographs, the Author-Date system is also an option
within CMOS. This system involves parenthetical citations within the text, typically including the
author's last name and the year of publication, followed by a page number if necessary. A
corresponding bibliography at the end of the work lists all cited sources alphabetically by author.
This system is often favored in fields that rely heavily on empirical data and frequent citation of
recent scholarship, but historians may find it less suitable for works that involve extensive
engagement with older or less formally published historical documents.

Manuscript Preparation and Formatting

Producing a manuscript that adheres to Chicago style begins with meticulous attention to
formatting. This foundational step ensures that the work is presented professionally and is readily
acceptable to publishers and readers. Consistency in font, spacing, margins, and the treatment of
headings and subheadings is paramount. Publishers often have their own specific style guides, but a
well-formatted manuscript according to CMOS provides an excellent starting point.

General Manuscript Formatting Guidelines

A standard manuscript prepared for publication in Chicago style typically employs double-spacing
throughout, including for block quotations and bibliographies. Margins should generally be one inch
on all sides. The font should be a readable, standard typeface, such as Times New Roman, in 12-
point size. Page numbers should be consistently placed, usually in the upper right-hand corner. The
title page should include the manuscript title, author's name, and contact information, with
subsequent pages containing a shortened title and page number.

Formatting of Titles and Headings

The clear organization of a historical work is crucial for its readability. Chicago style provides
guidelines for the formatting of chapter titles, section headings, and subheadings. Chapter titles are
typically centered and presented in a prominent typeface. Subheadings within chapters should be
used judiciously to break up long passages and guide the reader. Their formatting should be
consistent and visually distinct from the main text, often appearing flush left and in italics or bold,
depending on the publisher’s specifications and the hierarchical importance of the heading.

Handling of Tables, Figures, and Illustrations

Historical research often involves the inclusion of visual materials such as maps, photographs,
charts, and tables. Chicago style dictates how these elements should be presented and captioned.
Each table and figure should be numbered consecutively and given a descriptive title. Captions



should be concise and informative, and if the material is not original, proper attribution to the
source must be provided, often in a note below the item. It is essential to ensure that all visual
elements are legible and appropriately integrated into the text to enhance, rather than distract from,
the narrative.

Citation and Referencing in Historical Works

Accurate and consistent citation is the bedrock of historical scholarship. It allows readers to verify
the evidence presented and to explore the sources further. Chicago style, particularly through its
Notes-Bibliography system, provides a robust framework for historians to meticulously document
their research, acknowledging both primary and secondary sources.

Citing Primary Sources

Primary sources are the raw materials of historical research, and their citation requires careful
attention to detail. This includes archival materials (letters, diaries, government documents),
published primary sources, and oral histories. For unpublished archival materials, notes should
include the collection name, box and folder number, and any relevant manuscript or accession
number, along with specific document identifiers and dates. For published primary sources, the
citation will resemble that of a book or article, but with a strong emphasis on noting its nature as a
primary document.

Citing Secondary Sources

Secondary sources, such as scholarly books and articles, are essential for contextualizing historical
arguments and engaging with existing scholarship. In the Notes-Bibliography system, the first
citation of a secondary source includes full bibliographic details. Subsequent citations of the same
source can be shortened, typically including the author's last name, a shortened title, and the page
number. It is vital to ensure that the information provided in each note is sufficient for a reader to
locate the source easily, even if it requires cross-referencing with the bibliography.

Crafting a Comprehensive Bibliography

A bibliography is a list of all the sources consulted and cited in a historical work. In the Notes-
Bibliography system, the bibliography is typically divided into sections, such as "Manuscripts,"
"Primary Sources," and "Secondary Sources," or organized thematically, depending on the nature of
the work. Each entry must be formatted consistently according to CMOS guidelines, including the
author's name (often reversed for the first entry), title, and publication information. The bibliography
serves as an invaluable resource for researchers and demonstrates the breadth and depth of the
historian's engagement with their subject matter.



Presenting Historical Evidence Effectively

Beyond mere citation, the presentation of historical evidence is a critical skill for historians. This
involves selecting the most compelling evidence, integrating it seamlessly into the narrative, and
analyzing its significance. Chicago style offers guidance on how to quote accurately and how to
interpret various forms of historical evidence.

Quoting and Paraphrasing Historical Texts

Direct quotations should be used judiciously and accurately transcribed. Short quotations are
typically incorporated into the text and enclosed in quotation marks, while longer quotations (usually
more than five lines) are set off as block quotations, indented from the left margin and without
quotation marks. Paraphrasing involves restating a source's ideas in one's own words, which still
requires proper attribution through a footnote or endnote. The goal is to ensure that the reader
understands what is the historian's voice and what comes from the source material.

Interpreting Primary Source Material

Historians must not only present primary sources but also interpret them. This involves critically
assessing the author's perspective, purpose, intended audience, and the historical context in which
the document was created. The analysis should demonstrate an understanding of the source's
strengths and limitations as historical evidence. Footnotes can be used not only for citation but also
for extended commentary or analysis that might interrupt the main text's flow, offering deeper
insights into the evidence presented.

Utilizing Archival Documents

Archival documents, whether handwritten letters, official reports, or ephemeral materials, often
provide unique and invaluable insights into the past. When citing and discussing archival
documents, it is crucial to provide precise information about their provenance and location. This
might include the repository, the collection name, and the specific finding aids or inventory numbers
that lead to the document. Such meticulousness ensures transparency and reproducibility of the
historian’s research process.

The Publication Process and Beyond

Navigating the publication process is the final stage of bringing a historical work to light.
Understanding the expectations of academic publishers and the role of peer review is crucial for
success. Adhering to Chicago style best practices throughout the writing and submission process
significantly enhances a manuscript's prospects.



Working with Academic Publishers

Academic publishers have specific submission guidelines that authors must follow. These often align
closely with Chicago style but may also include unique requirements regarding manuscript
submission, digital formats, and copyright permissions. Building a relationship with an editor,
responding promptly to their queries, and being open to revisions are all vital components of a
successful publishing experience. A meticulously prepared manuscript signals professionalism and
respect for the publisher's time and resources.

The Role of Peer Review

Peer review is a cornerstone of academic publishing, where experts in the field evaluate a
manuscript's quality, originality, and scholarly contribution. Historians should be prepared to
receive feedback from reviewers and to address their comments constructively. The revision
process, guided by the editor, is an opportunity to strengthen the argument, clarify the prose, and
improve the overall presentation of the research, ensuring that the work meets the highest academic
standards.

Promoting and Disseminating Historical Research

Once published, the historian’s work continues. Disseminating research through academic
conferences, public talks, and engaging with the scholarly community are all important aspects of a
historian's professional life. A well-crafted and meticulously produced book, adhering to the best
practices of Chicago style, forms a strong foundation for these ongoing scholarly endeavors and
contributes effectively to the broader historical conversation.

FAQ

Q: What is the primary difference between the Notes-
Bibliography and Author-Date systems in Chicago style for
historians?

A: The primary difference lies in how sources are cited within the text and in the supporting
reference list. The Notes-Bibliography system uses footnotes or endnotes for citation within the text,
allowing for extensive commentary, and a bibliography at the end lists all sources. The Author-Date
system uses in-text parenthetical citations (Author, Year, Page) and a corresponding bibliography.
Historians often prefer the Notes-Bibliography system due to its flexibility in handling diverse
primary sources and allowing for detailed annotation.

Q: Why is the Notes-Bibliography system generally preferred



by historians in Chicago style?

A: Historians often prefer the Notes-Bibliography system because it allows for more detailed and
contextualized information to be provided in the notes without interrupting the flow of the narrative.
This is particularly useful when dealing with a wide variety of primary sources, archival materials,
and complex scholarly arguments that may require extensive commentary or digressions.

Q: How should unpublished archival materials be cited in
Chicago style for a historical monograph?

A: Citing unpublished archival materials in Chicago style requires providing specific details to
enable readers to locate the material. This typically includes the name of the repository, the
collection title or name, the box and folder number, and often a specific manuscript or accession
number. If a particular document within a folder is being cited, its date and any relevant identifying
information (e.g., letter from X to Y) should also be included in the footnote.

Q: What are the best practices for formatting block quotations
in a historical manuscript adhering to Chicago style?

A: Block quotations in Chicago style are generally reserved for quotations of more than five lines of
text. They should be set off from the main text by indenting the entire quotation, typically by half an
inch. Block quotations do not use quotation marks around them, and the footnote or endnote citation
follows the concluding punctuation of the quotation.

Q: How should the bibliography be organized when using
Chicago style for a historical work?

A: While a standard alphabetical listing of all cited works is the most common format, historians
using Chicago style may opt to organize their bibliographies into sections. Common divisions include
"Manuscripts," "Primary Sources," and "Secondary Sources." This can be particularly helpful for
works that engage with a vast array of different types of materials, allowing readers to more easily
navigate the sources.

Q: What is the role of the editor in the Chicago style
publication process for historians?

A: The editor plays a crucial role in guiding a historical manuscript through the publication process.
They work with the author to refine the manuscript's content, structure, and clarity, ensuring it
meets the publisher's standards and academic expectations. Editors also oversee copyediting,
typesetting, and production, acting as a liaison between the author and the publishing house.

Q: How does Chicago style address the citation of visual



materials like photographs or maps in historical publications?

A: Chicago style requires that all visual materials—tables, figures, maps, illustrations—be clearly
numbered and given a descriptive caption. If the material is not original to the author, a full citation
must be provided, usually in a note below the image or table. This note should include the source
from which the visual material was obtained, ensuring proper attribution and allowing readers to
find the original.

Q: What are some common pitfalls to avoid when preparing a
historical manuscript for publication in Chicago style?

A: Common pitfalls include inconsistent citation formatting, improper handling of block quotations,
failure to clearly identify primary source materials, and neglecting to provide accurate bibliographic
information for all sources. Inconsistent formatting of headings and subheadings, as well as poor
organization of the bibliography, can also detract from a manuscript's professionalism.

Q: Can historians use the Author-Date system for their
publications, even if it's less common?

A: Yes, historians can use the Author-Date system if it is appropriate for their field of study or if their
publisher specifically requests it. While the Notes-Bibliography system is more traditional in
historical scholarship, the Author-Date system is a valid option within the Chicago Manual of Style,
and its suitability depends on the specific disciplinary conventions and the nature of the research
being presented.
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