chicago style quoting with brackets

Understanding Chicago Style Quoting with Brackets

chicago style quoting with brackets is a crucial element for academic and
professional writers seeking to accurately and ethically incorporate source
material into their work. This comprehensive guide delves into the nuances of
implementing Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) citation practices, with a
specific focus on the precise application of brackets within quotations.
Understanding when and why brackets are used in Chicago style is paramount
for clarity, preventing misinterpretation, and maintaining academic
integrity. This article will explore the fundamental principles of Chicago
style, detail the various scenarios where brackets become indispensable for
modifying or clarifying quoted text, and provide practical examples to
solidify your understanding.
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The Fundamentals of Chicago Style Citation

The Chicago Manual of Style offers two distinct systems for citation: the
notes-bibliography system and the author-date system. Both systems aim to
provide readers with the necessary information to locate the original sources
of borrowed material. The notes-bibliography system, commonly used in the
humanities, employs footnotes or endnotes to cite sources, accompanied by a
bibliography at the end of the work. The author-date system, favored in the
social sciences and sciences, uses parenthetical in-text citations that
include the author's last name and the publication year, along with a
reference list.

Regardless of the chosen system, the core principle remains the same: to give
credit to original authors and to allow readers to trace the origin of ideas

and information. This involves accurately transcribing quotes and referencing
them meticulously. Understanding these foundational elements is essential



before diving into the specific techniques of bracket usage, as it provides
the context for why such modifications are necessary and permissible.

The Purpose and Function of Brackets in
Quotations

Brackets, specifically square brackets "[]°, serve a vital purpose in Chicago
style when you need to alter, clarify, or add information to a direct
quotation without changing its original meaning. The fundamental rule is that
any deviation from the original text within a quotation must be enclosed in
brackets to signify that the alteration was made by the citer, not the
original author. This transparency is crucial for maintaining the integrity
of the source material and preventing any unintended misrepresentation.

Think of brackets as a signal to your reader that you are providing an
editorial comment or a necessary adjustment for comprehension within the flow
of your own writing. They bridge the gap between the verbatim text of the
source and the context in which you are presenting it. This careful use of
brackets ensures that your readers understand precisely what is from the
original source and what is your own contribution to clarity or context.

Common Scenarios for Using Brackets in Chicago
Style

Several situations commonly necessitate the use of brackets when quoting
sources in Chicago style. Recognizing these scenarios will help you apply
this technique correctly and confidently.

Adding Clarification

Sometimes, a word or phrase within a quotation might be ambiguous or refer to
something not immediately clear to your reader. Brackets allow you to insert
a brief explanation or identifier to ensure the quote is understood in your
intended context.

e For example, if a quote refers to "him" without a clear antecedent, you
might use brackets to specify who "him" refers to.

e If a technical term is used, you can provide a brief definition in
brackets.



Altering Punctuation

While generally you should preserve the original punctuation, there are
instances where minor adjustments are permissible and even necessary for
grammatical coherence within your own sentence structure. These changes must
be indicated with brackets.

e Capitalizing the first letter of a quotation that begins mid-sentence in
your text: "The reason for this was [t]hat the economy had shifted."

e Changing the terminal punctuation of a quotation to fit the grammar of
your sentence: She argued, "This is the only way forward" [or "the only
way forward."].

Indicating Omissions (Ellipses)

When you need to shorten a quotation by omitting words, phrases, or
sentences, you must use an ellipsis (three dots, often surrounded by spaces).
While ellipses themselves are not technically brackets, they are a form of
indicating omission. However, if you need to add brackets around an ellipsis,
or to indicate an omission within an existing ellipsis from the source, you
would use brackets for that purpose. The standard way to indicate omission of
text from a longer passage is ...~

For instance, if the original sentence was "The quick brown fox jumps over
the lazy dog, which is asleep," and you only want to quote "The quick brown
fox jumps over the lazy dog," you would write: "The quick brown fox jumps
over the lazy dog." If you wanted to omit "which is asleep," you'd use an
ellipsis: "The quick brown fox jumps over the lazy dog...".

Explaining Specialized Terms or Abbreviations

If a quotation contains an unfamiliar acronym, jargon, or specialized term,
you can use brackets to provide a brief explanation immediately following the
term. This ensures your audience grasps the meaning of the quoted material.

e Original quote: "The impact of the API on the SDK was significant."

e Quoted with bracketed explanation: "The impact of the API [Application
Programming Interface] on the SDK [Software Development Kit] was
significant."”



Correcting Grammatical Errors or Typos

If the original source contains a clear typographical error or grammatical
mistake, you can quote it as is, but insert the Latin word "sic’ (meaning
"thus" or "so") in brackets immediately after the error. This signals to your
reader that the error was present in the original and you have reproduced it
faithfully, rather than making the error yourself.

e Original text: "He was very tired."

e Quoted with “sic’: "He was very 'tird' [sic]."

Changing Pronouns for Clarity

Pronouns like "he," "she," "it," or "they" can sometimes be unclear when a
quotation is lifted from its original context. You can use brackets to insert

the noun that the pronoun refers to, making the quotation intelligible within
your own text.

e Original quote: "She believed it was the right decision.”

e Quoted with bracketed clarification: "Dr. Evans believed [she] it was
the right decision."

Formatting Brackets Correctly in Chicago Style

The formatting of brackets in Chicago style is straightforward but requires
adherence to specific conventions. Square brackets "[] are the standard.
When you insert information within brackets, it should be concise and
directly relevant to the modification being made. The goal is to enhance
comprehension without disrupting the flow of the quotation or your own prose.

Spacing around brackets is also important. Generally, there is no space
between the bracket and the text it encloses. A space typically follows the
closing bracket if it precedes other text. For example, "She said, 'I will go
[to the store] tomorrow.'"



When NOT to Use Brackets in Chicago Style

While brackets are powerful tools for clarifying quotations, they should not
be used indiscriminately. The cardinal rule is to preserve the original text
as closely as possible. Brackets should only be employed when a modification
is absolutely necessary for clarity, accuracy, or grammatical integration
into your own sentence. They are not a license to rewrite or substantially
alter the original author's words.

Avoid using brackets to:

Insert your own opinions or interpretations of the quoted material.

Paraphrase or summarize the original text.

Correct minor stylistic preferences that do not impede understanding.

Over-explain simple or obvious points.

The integrity of the source is paramount, and brackets are a tool to maintain
that integrity when necessary adjustments are made for citation purposes.

The Importance of Accuracy and Integrity in
Quoting

The correct application of Chicago style quoting with brackets is more than
just a stylistic convention; it is a cornerstone of academic and professional
integrity. When you use sources, whether directly quoting or paraphrasing,
you are building upon the work of others. Accurate citation ensures that you
are giving due credit and preventing plagiarism, which can have severe
academic and professional consequences.

Using brackets judiciously and correctly demonstrates a meticulous approach
to research and writing. It signals to your audience that you have carefully
considered the source material and are presenting it in a way that is both
faithful to the original and understandable within your own argument. This
commitment to accuracy builds credibility for your work and fosters trust
with your readers. By mastering the art of quoting with brackets, you enhance
the clarity, precision, and ethical standing of your written content.












FAQ

Q: What is the primary purpose of using brackets in
Chicago style quotations?

A: The primary purpose of using brackets in Chicago style quotations is to
indicate any editorial changes, additions, or clarifications made to the
original text by the citer. This ensures that readers can distinguish between
the original author's words and the modifications introduced for clarity or
grammatical coherence.

Q: When should I use " [sic] in a Chicago style
quotation?

A: You should use "[sic] immediately after a word or phrase in a quotation
that contains a clear typographical error, grammatical mistake, or oddity
from the original source. This signals to the reader that the error was
present in the source and you have reproduced it faithfully, rather than
making it yourself.

Q: Can I change the tense of a verb within a
quotation using brackets in Chicago style?

A: Generally, you should not change the tense of a verb within a quotation
unless it is absolutely necessary for grammatical integration and the meaning
remains unaltered. If you must change it, you would indicate the change in
brackets, for example, "He said, 'She [was] going.'" However, it is often
better to rephrase your sentence or use a paraphrase to avoid such
alterations.

Q: How do I indicate that I have omitted part of a
sentence in a Chicago style quotation?

A: You indicate omissions of text within a quotation by using an ellipsis,
which is typically three periods separated by spaces: "... . If you need to
add brackets to an ellipsis, or to clarify what was omitted, you would use
brackets for that specific purpose, but the omission itself is marked by the
ellipsis.

Q: Is it acceptable to add my own interpretation of
a quoted word in brackets in Chicago style?

A: No, it is not acceptable to use brackets to insert your own
interpretations or opinions of a quoted word. Brackets are strictly for



clarifying ambiguities, correcting manifest errors (with "[sic] ), or making
necessary grammatical adjustments for integration, not for adding your
personal commentary within the quote.

Q: What is the difference between using parentheses
() and brackets "[] in Chicago style citations?

A: In Chicago style, parentheses are typically used for parenthetical
information within the text of your writing or for in-text citations in the
author-date system. Brackets "[]  are specifically reserved for making
additions or alterations within direct quotations themselves to clarify or
modify the original wording.

Q: If a quotation begins with a lowercase letter but
needs to start a sentence in my writing, how do I
handle it with brackets?

A: If a quotation needs to begin a sentence in your writing but the original
source begins with a lowercase letter, you should capitalize the letter and
enclose it in brackets. For example: "She explained, '[T]he process is
complex.'"

Q: Can I use brackets to shorten a long quotation in
Chicago style?

A: You use ellipses ( ... ) to shorten a quotation. Brackets are used to
explain or clarify, not to shorten. If you need to insert information within
the ellipses to clarify what was omitted, you might use brackets in
conjunction with the ellipses, but the omission itself is marked by the
ellipsis.
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