
chicago manual of style for citing books
with no publisher
chicago manual of style for citing books with no publisher presents a unique challenge for
researchers and writers navigating the complexities of academic citation. When a
publication lacks a clearly designated publisher, adhering to established citation styles
requires careful attention to detail and an understanding of the underlying principles of
attribution. This article delves into the specific guidelines provided by the Chicago Manual
of Style (CMOS) for handling such situations, offering practical strategies and examples
for accurately citing books without a publisher. We will explore the rationale behind these
guidelines, discuss alternative sources of information that can substitute for a publisher,
and provide step-by-step instructions for constructing citations in both notes-bibliography
and author-date systems. Understanding these nuances is crucial for maintaining
academic integrity and ensuring your sources are clearly and correctly identified.
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Understanding the Challenge of Books Without
Publishers

The absence of a listed publisher on a book's title page or verso can be a disorienting
experience for anyone attempting to cite it according to formal academic standards. The
publisher's name is a fundamental piece of information typically found in most citation
styles, serving as a primary identifier of the source's origin and imprimatur. Without it,
researchers must adapt their approach to ensure that the work is still accurately and
unambiguously described.

The Chicago Manual of Style, a widely respected authority on writing and citation,
acknowledges that not all publications will neatly fit into predefined categories. Its
guidelines are designed to be flexible enough to accommodate variations in publishing
practices, especially in older or self-published works. The core principle remains
consistent: to provide enough information so that a reader can locate the cited source.
When a publisher is missing, the focus shifts to other elements that can help achieve this
goal.

Several factors might contribute to a book appearing without a publisher's name.
Historically, some smaller presses or academic departments might have operated without
explicitly stating their name. More recently, self-publishing has become prevalent, and in
some cases, the author themselves might act as the publisher, but this information might



not always be explicitly stated in the conventional format. Understanding these contexts is
the first step in addressing the citation challenge.

Identifying Potential Publisher Equivalents

When a traditional publisher's imprint is absent, the Chicago Manual of Style suggests
looking for other entities that effectively served the role of publisher. This often involves
scrutinizing the title page and copyright page for any names or affiliations that indicate
responsibility for the book's production and distribution.

The Author as Publisher
In many self-published works, the author assumes the role of the publisher. If no other
entity is identified, and the author's name is prominent, it's often appropriate to list the
author's name in the publisher's position, especially if they are the sole entity responsible
for bringing the book to market. This is particularly true for books where the author has
clearly orchestrated the entire publishing process.

Academic Departments or Institutions
For scholarly works, especially those produced by universities or research institutions, the
department or the institution itself might function as the publisher. Look for names like
"Department of History, University of Chicago" or "National Bureau of Economic
Research." These entities, while not commercial publishers, have the authority and the
means to produce and distribute scholarly materials.

Societies or Organizations
Similar to academic institutions, various professional societies, cultural organizations, or
advocacy groups might publish books or monographs. If a book is issued by such a group,
and no other publisher is listed, the name of the society or organization should be used in
the publisher's place. For example, "American Historical Association" could appear as the
publisher if they issued the work.

Distributors Acting as Publishers
In some cases, a distributor might be listed, but no explicit publisher. If the distributor is
the primary entity associated with the book's availability and has a significant role in its
production or marketing, they may be cited as the publisher. However, this is a less
common scenario and requires careful consideration of the distributor's actual role.



Citing Books Without Publishers in Notes-
Bibliography System

The notes-bibliography system requires a specific format for footnotes or endnotes and a
corresponding bibliography entry. When a book lacks a publisher, the omission of this
information requires a substitution or an indication of its absence in a systematic way.

Footnote/Endnote Format
In the notes, you will typically provide the author's name, the title of the book (italicized),
and then the location and year of publication. If no publisher is evident, you omit that
element. However, the Chicago Manual of Style advises caution. If you can ascertain the
author acted as the publisher, you might include their name again as the publisher, or if a
department or institution is clearly responsible, use that. If absolutely no identifiable
entity can be construed as the publisher, the location and date suffice.

For example:

1. Jane Doe, The Unseen City (Chicago: 2019).

2. John Smith, A History of Local Flora (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1955).
[This example assumes Yale University Press is present, but if it were missing and
the author was clearly self-published, it might look like: John Smith, A History of
Local Flora (New Haven: 1955).]

3. The Archives of the City, Documents of the Founding Era (Philadelphia: 1988).

Bibliography Format
The bibliography entry will mirror the note, but in a different order and with specific
punctuation. The author's last name comes first, followed by a comma, then the first name.
The title is italicized. Again, if no publisher can be identified, you proceed directly to the
place of publication and the year.

For example:

Doe, Jane. The Unseen City. Chicago: 2019.

Smith, John. A History of Local Flora. New Haven: 1955.

The Archives of the City. Documents of the Founding Era. Philadelphia: 1988.

The key here is to be as informative as possible. If the author is the publisher, and their
name is the only identifier, it can be listed as the publisher. However, the CMOS generally
prefers to omit a placeholder publisher if no logical substitute can be found, relying



instead on the location and date to anchor the citation.

Citing Books Without Publishers in Author-Date
System

The author-date system, commonly used in social sciences and some natural sciences,
presents a similar challenge but with a distinct formatting requirement for in-text citations
and the reference list.

In-Text Citation Format
In the author-date system, in-text citations usually consist of the author's last name and
the year of publication in parentheses, often followed by a page number if directly quoting.
The absence of a publisher doesn't directly affect the in-text citation format itself, as it
relies on the author and date.

For example:

(Doe 2019)

(Smith 1955, 45)

Reference List Format
The reference list, which is the equivalent of the bibliography in the notes-bibliography
system, requires careful construction. The author's last name and initial(s) are followed by
the year of publication in parentheses. Then comes the title of the book, italicized. As with
the notes-bibliography system, if no publisher is identifiable, you would proceed directly to
the place of publication.

For example:

Doe, Jane. 2019. The Unseen City. Chicago.

Smith, John. 1955. A History of Local Flora. New Haven.

The Archives of the City. 1988. Documents of the Founding Era. Philadelphia.

It's crucial to ensure consistency. If you decide that the author is effectively the publisher
and list them as such in the bibliography (which is less common in author-date unless
explicitly stated on the title page), then that would be included. However, the general
practice remains to omit the publisher if no clear entity fills that role, relying on the
location and date for identification.



Common Pitfalls and How to Avoid Them

Navigating citations for books without publishers is prone to errors if one is not attentive
to the details. Understanding these common mistakes can help ensure accuracy and
adherence to the Chicago Manual of Style guidelines.

Assuming No Publisher Information is Available
A frequent pitfall is prematurely concluding that no publisher information exists. It's
essential to examine the title page, the verso (the back of the title page), and the copyright
page thoroughly. Sometimes, the publisher is subtly indicated or abbreviated.

Inventing Publisher Information
Never invent publisher details. If you cannot find a publisher or a clear substitute, it is
better to omit it or follow the CMOS guidelines for absent information than to create false
attribution, which undermines the credibility of your citation.

Inconsistent Formatting
Maintaining consistent formatting across all your citations is paramount. Whether using
the notes-bibliography or author-date system, ensure that every citation for a book without
a publisher follows the established pattern you've chosen. Inconsistency can confuse
readers and detract from the professionalism of your work.

Misidentifying the Publisher
Carefully distinguish between the publisher, the printer, the distributor, and the author.
While sometimes these roles overlap, especially in older or self-published works, it's
important to identify the entity that primarily acted as the publisher responsible for the
book's release.

Overlooking Location Information
The location of publication becomes even more critical when the publisher is absent.
Ensure this information is accurately transcribed from the book itself. If multiple locations
are listed, typically the first one is used.

Advanced Scenarios and Edge Cases

Beyond the standard scenarios, certain situations involving books without publishers can



present unique complexities that require careful consideration of the Chicago Manual of
Style's nuanced guidance.

Books Published by Private Presses Without Explicit
Publisher Names
Some private presses operate with a minimalist approach to their imprints, or their names
might be less conventionally recognized. In such cases, if the press name is present, even
if not explicitly labeled as a "publisher," it should be treated as such. If the press name is
entirely absent, and the author is the clear proprietor, the author might be cited as the
publisher.

Government Publications or Reports
Government documents, especially older ones, may not always have a distinct publisher
listed in the traditional sense. Instead, the issuing government agency or department is
typically cited as the publisher. For instance, a report from the U.S. Department of Labor
would list "U.S. Department of Labor" as the publisher.

Self-Published Books with No Author as Publisher
Indication
In rare instances of self-published books, the author might not be explicitly stated as the
publisher, and no other entity is named. In these situations, the Chicago Manual of Style
generally advises omitting the publisher altogether, relying on the author, title, location,
and date for identification. However, if the author's name is clearly associated with the
production of the book on the title page, even without the word "publisher," it's reasonable
to consider them as the publisher.

The core principle remains the same: provide enough information to uniquely identify the
source. When a publisher is absent, the focus shifts to maximizing the clarity and
completeness of the other bibliographic elements. Consulting the latest edition of the
Chicago Manual of Style for the most up-to-date and detailed instructions is always
recommended when encountering such citation dilemmas.

Q: What is the primary challenge when citing a book
with no publisher according to the Chicago Manual of
Style?
A: The primary challenge is identifying an entity or information that can effectively
substitute for the publisher to ensure the source can be located and recognized by the
reader, as the publisher's name is a key bibliographic element.



Q: How does the Chicago Manual of Style recommend
handling books where the author is also the publisher
but this isn't explicitly stated?
A: If the author's name is clearly associated with the production and distribution of the
book on the title page or verso, and no other entity is identified as the publisher, the
author's name can be used in the publisher's position.

Q: Should I use "No Publisher" or "N.p." when citing a
book with no publisher in Chicago style?
A: The Chicago Manual of Style generally advises against using "No Publisher" or "N.p."
(no publisher) as a direct substitute. Instead, it encourages identifying a responsible entity
if possible or omitting the publisher information if no suitable alternative exists, relying on
location and date.

Q: What are some common alternatives to a publisher
that I should look for?
A: You should look for academic departments, research institutions, professional societies,
organizations, or even distributors that might have served the role of a publisher,
especially if they are prominently listed as responsible for the book's production.

Q: How does the approach to citing books with no
publisher differ between the notes-bibliography and
author-date systems in Chicago style?
A: The core principle of identifying or omitting publisher information is the same, but the
formatting and placement of this information within the note/bibliography entry or the
reference list entry will vary according to the specific rules of each system.

Q: What if a book lists a city of publication but no
publisher and no author's name in a publisher-like
capacity?
A: In such a scenario, the Chicago Manual of Style typically permits omitting the
publisher, and you would proceed with citing the title, city of publication, and year of
publication.

Q: Are there specific circumstances where the Chicago



Manual of Style might allow for a placeholder like
"publisher unknown"?
A: While the CMOS prefers to avoid direct placeholders like "publisher unknown," if after
exhaustive investigation, absolutely no identifiable entity can be construed as the
publisher and no authorial claim is evident, the most accurate approach is to omit the
publisher information and rely on the other available elements.

Q: How important is the location of publication when
citing a book without a publisher?
A: The location of publication becomes exceptionally important when the publisher is
absent, as it, along with the title and date, helps to pinpoint the specific edition and source
for the reader.
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