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Understanding Chicago Manual Style Copyright for Figures

chicago manual style copyright for figures is a critical aspect of academic and professional
publishing, ensuring proper attribution and adherence to intellectual property laws. Navigating
these requirements can be complex, especially when incorporating visual elements like charts,
graphs, photographs, and illustrations into your work. This article delves into the intricacies of
copyright for figures within the Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS), providing a comprehensive guide
to understanding permissions, proper citation methods, and best practices for avoiding
infringement. We will explore the different types of figures, the nuances of fair use, and the essential
steps involved in securing rights and crediting sources accurately, empowering you to publish with
confidence and integrity.
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Understanding Copyright Basics for Figures

The concept of copyright fundamentally protects original works of authorship, including visual
creations. For figures in academic papers, books, or other scholarly materials, understanding who
owns the copyright is paramount. Generally, the creator of the figure holds the copyright, unless
they have formally transferred those rights to another entity, such as a publisher or employer. This
protection grants the copyright holder exclusive rights to reproduce, distribute, display, and create
derivative works based on their creation. When you encounter a figure you wish to use, your first
step should be to identify the copyright owner and understand the scope of their rights.

This involves scrutinizing the figure itself for copyright notices, often found near the image, or
within accompanying documentation. If the creator is not readily apparent, or if the figure is part of
a larger published work, you will need to investigate the original source. For figures created by
professional illustrators, photographers, or graphic designers, their contract with their client or
employer will often dictate copyright ownership. In academic settings, figures generated as part of a
research project may be owned by the institution or funded by a grant, necessitating a review of
those agreements.

When is Permission Required for Figures?

The necessity of obtaining explicit permission to reproduce a figure hinges on several factors,
primarily related to copyright ownership and the intended use of the figure. If a figure is protected
by copyright, and your intended use goes beyond the limitations of fair use or a specific license, you
absolutely must seek and obtain written permission from the copyright holder. This is particularly
true for figures that are not your own original creation.



Consider the source of the figure. If it's from a commercially published book, journal, or website, it is
almost certainly protected by copyright. The terms of service or copyright page of the publication
will often provide guidance on how their content can be reused. Even if a figure appears online
without an explicit copyright notice, it is still presumed to be copyrighted. Simply finding an image
on the internet does not grant you the right to use it in your publication.

There are also specific situations where permission is more readily granted or waived. For instance,
many academic journals allow authors to reuse their own figures from previous publications, though
they may still require a citation and notification. Similarly, some organizations and repositories
make their content available under open licenses, such as Creative Commons, which clearly define
the terms under which you can use their figures without explicit permission, as long as you adhere
to the license conditions, such as attribution.

Figures reproduced from commercially published works.

Photographs or illustrations created by a third party.

Graphics or charts generated by another researcher or organization.

Images found on websites without clear indication of free use.

Any figure where you are unsure of the copyright status or intended use.

Navigating Fair Use in Chicago Style

Fair use is a doctrine in U.S. copyright law that permits limited use of copyrighted material without
acquiring permission from the rights holders. In the context of Chicago Manual of Style, applying
fair use principles to figures requires careful consideration of four key factors. These factors help
determine whether a particular use is considered "fair." It's important to understand that fair use is
a defense against infringement, not an automatic right, and its application can be subjective.

The four factors are:

The purpose and character of the use, including whether such use is of a commercial nature or
is for nonprofit educational purposes. Academic use is often favored under this factor.

The nature of the copyrighted work. Using factual works is generally viewed more favorably
than using highly creative works.

The amount and substantiality of the portion used in relation to the copyrighted work as a
whole. Using a small, insignificant portion is more likely to be considered fair use.

The effect of the use upon the potential market for or value of the copyrighted work. If your
use harms the market for the original work, it is less likely to be considered fair use.

When evaluating fair use for a figure, consider if your use transforms the original work, if it's for
critique, commentary, news reporting, teaching, scholarship, or research. Even if a figure appears to
meet some fair use criteria, it's always a safer practice to seek permission if there's any doubt,



especially in formal publications.

How to Cite Figures in Chicago Manual of Style

Proper citation is non-negotiable when using figures, whether you have secured permission or are
relying on fair use. The Chicago Manual of Style provides specific guidelines for both in-text
citations and the accompanying notes or bibliography entries. These guidelines ensure that the
original creator or copyright holder is appropriately credited and that your readers can locate the
source of the figure.

When a figure is reproduced or adapted, you will typically need a figure note accompanying the
illustration itself, as well as a corresponding entry in your bibliography. The figure note should be
placed directly below the figure and should include details about the source, any necessary
permission statements, and a concise description. For example, a figure note might read: "Figure 1.
Diagram of cellular respiration, from Biology Today, by Jane Doe, 34 (New York: Academic Press,
2022), 56. Reproduced by permission of Academic Press."

The bibliography entry should provide full bibliographic information for the source of the figure,
allowing readers to find the original material easily. The format of both the figure note and the
bibliography entry will vary depending on the type of source (e.g., book, journal article, website). It
is crucial to consult the latest edition of the Chicago Manual of Style for the most accurate and up-
to-date citation formats, as they can be quite detailed and specific.

A general approach to figure notes includes:

Figure number and title.

A brief description if necessary.

Source information (author, title, publication details).

Page number where the figure appears in the source.

Permission statement (if applicable).

A statement acknowledging adaptation if the figure has been modified.

Best Practices for Copyright Compliance

Adhering to copyright laws and Chicago Manual of Style guidelines is not just about avoiding legal
trouble; it’s about demonstrating academic integrity and respect for intellectual property.
Implementing a systematic approach to copyright compliance will save you time and prevent
potential issues down the line. Proactive research and careful documentation are key to ensuring
your use of figures is both ethical and legally sound.

Always begin by assuming that any figure you find is protected by copyright. Your first step should
be to identify the copyright holder. If you intend to use a figure from a published work, look for
copyright notices on the title page, verso page, or within the figure's caption. If the figure is from a
website, review the website's terms of use or copyright policy. When in doubt, contact the publisher



or creator directly to inquire about usage rights and to obtain permission.

Keep meticulous records of all permissions granted, including dates of correspondence, the specific
terms of use, and any associated fees. Store this documentation securely with your research
materials. When citing figures, be precise with your in-text citations, figure notes, and bibliography
entries, following Chicago style meticulously. This demonstrates your diligence and respects the
original creators.

Key practices include:

Conducting thorough source research to identify copyright holders.

Obtaining written permission for all figures requiring it.

Documenting all permissions and correspondences.

Following Chicago style precisely for all citations and figure notes.

Considering using public domain or openly licensed figures whenever possible.

Understanding fair use limitations but erring on the side of caution.

Common Pitfalls to Avoid

Navigating the world of copyright and Chicago Manual of Style for figures can lead to missteps if not
approached with care. Many authors, particularly those new to academic publishing, fall into
common traps that can lead to copyright infringement or incomplete citations. Awareness of these
pitfalls is the first step toward avoiding them and ensuring your work is compliant.

One of the most frequent errors is assuming that because a figure is readily available online, it can
be used freely. This is rarely the case. Internet searches often yield copyrighted material, and
without explicit permission or a clear license, using such figures without authorization is
infringement. Another common mistake is relying on informal permission, such as an email
agreement from someone who isn't the actual copyright holder or doesn't have the authority to grant
it. Always seek formal, written permission from the copyright owner.

Furthermore, misinterpreting fair use is a significant pitfall. While fair use exists to allow for
transformative and educational uses, it is a complex doctrine. Relying on fair use without fully
understanding its four factors and how they apply to your specific situation can be risky. It’s often
safer to obtain permission than to gamble on a fair use defense, especially for significant portions of
a work or when the use might impact the market for the original.

Finally, inaccurate or incomplete citations are a persistent problem. Authors may forget to include
figure notes, misattribute figures, or omit essential details in their bibliography entries. The Chicago
Manual of Style's detailed citation requirements demand precision. Sloppy citation practices not only
undermine your credibility but also fail to give proper credit to the original creators.



Figuring Out Copyright for Original vs. Reproduced
Images

The distinction between original figures and reproduced images is fundamental when considering
copyright and Chicago Manual of Style requirements. Original figures are those you create yourself,
whereas reproduced images are taken from other sources. The copyright considerations and citation
requirements differ significantly between these two categories.

When you create an original figure, such as a graph generated from your own data, a hand-drawn
illustration, or a photograph you took, you are the copyright holder. In this case, you do not need to
seek permission from anyone else. However, you still have an obligation to document its origin,
especially if it’s a complex chart or diagram. You would typically label it as "Figure X" and provide a
brief description, perhaps noting the source of the data if applicable.

Reproduced images, on the other hand, are figures that have been created by someone else and are
being incorporated into your work. As discussed previously, these figures are almost always
protected by copyright. For these, you must determine copyright ownership, assess whether
permission is needed (considering fair use), and then obtain that permission if required. Following
this, you must cite the source meticulously according to Chicago style, including a figure note below
the image and a corresponding bibliography entry. This ensures proper attribution and respects the
intellectual property rights of the original creator.

---

Q: What is the first step I should take when I want to use a
figure from another publication in my Chicago-style paper?
A: The very first step is to identify the copyright holder of the figure. This often involves looking at
the original publication's copyright page, the figure's caption, or contacting the publisher directly.

Q: Does the Chicago Manual of Style require permission for all
figures I want to include?
A: No, the Chicago Manual of Style does not require permission for all figures. Permission is
generally required if the figure is protected by copyright and your use exceeds the bounds of fair use
or any applicable license.

Q: How can I determine if a figure falls under fair use in
Chicago style?
A: To determine fair use, you must evaluate four factors: the purpose and character of your use, the
nature of the copyrighted work, the amount and substantiality of the portion used, and the effect of
your use on the potential market for the original work.



Q: What information must be included in a figure note in
Chicago style?
A: A figure note typically includes the figure number and title, a brief description if needed, full
source information (author, title, publication details, page number), and a statement about
permission or adaptation.

Q: Can I use a figure I found on Google Images in my Chicago-
style work?
A: Finding a figure on Google Images does not grant you permission to use it. You must still
determine its copyright status and obtain permission if necessary, as most images found through
general search engines are protected by copyright.

Q: What if the figure is old and I think it might be in the
public domain?
A: If you believe a figure is in the public domain, you should still try to verify this. Research the
publication date and the copyright laws in effect at that time. Even if in the public domain, it's good
practice to cite the source from which you found it.

Q: How do I cite a figure that I have adapted or modified?
A: When you adapt or modify a figure, you must indicate this in the figure note. For example, you
might add a phrase like "Adapted from..." or "Modified from..." after the source information, followed
by a description of your modifications.

Q: Who should I contact if I'm unsure about copyright for a
specific figure?
A: If you are unsure about copyright, the best course of action is to contact the publisher of the work
from which the figure is taken or the creator of the figure directly to inquire about usage rights.
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