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Chicago Style Academic Writing: A Comprehensive Guide to Literature Review

Introduction to Chicago Style Academic Writing
Literature
Chicago style academic writing literature refers to the specific set of guidelines and conventions
used to cite and present sources within scholarly works, particularly in the humanities and some
social sciences. This style, officially known as The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS), offers two distinct
systems for referencing: the Notes-Bibliography system and the Author-Date system. Understanding
these systems is crucial for scholars aiming to produce clear, credible, and properly attributed
academic research. This article will delve into the intricacies of Chicago style, focusing on its
application in literature reviews and broader academic writing. We will explore the fundamental
principles of both citation methods, the nuances of in-text citations and bibliographical entries, and
practical tips for applying these rules effectively to your research and writing. Mastering Chicago style
ensures your engagement with existing scholarship is both rigorous and transparent.
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Understanding the Chicago Manual of Style
The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) is a comprehensive style guide published by the University of
Chicago Press. It provides recommendations on grammar, usage, punctuation, and, importantly,
citation. Unlike some other styles that are strictly prescriptive, CMOS often offers flexibility, allowing
writers to choose between different acceptable approaches as long as consistency is maintained
throughout the work. For academic writing, particularly in disciplines such as history, literature, and
the arts, CMOS is a widely adopted standard.

Its influence extends to how scholars engage with, credit, and present the vast body of existing



research that forms the foundation of new academic inquiry. This includes how to properly reference
books, journal articles, websites, and various other forms of scholarly and non-scholarly material. The
core principle behind any citation style, including Chicago, is academic integrity: giving credit where it
is due and allowing readers to easily locate the sources that inform your work.

History and Scope of CMOS
First published in 1906, The Chicago Manual of Style has undergone numerous revisions to adapt to
evolving publishing practices and technological advancements. Its scope is broad, covering not only
citation but also principles of editing, proofreading, and manuscript preparation. While it is a
comprehensive guide for publishers, its application in academic settings is primarily focused on its
citation systems, which are designed to facilitate scholarly communication.

Key Differences from Other Citation Styles
Compared to styles like MLA or APA, Chicago offers a unique dual-option system for citations. While
MLA and APA primarily rely on in-text parenthetical citations, Chicago provides the choice between a
system of numbered footnotes or endnotes (Notes-Bibliography) and parenthetical citations (Author-
Date). This flexibility makes it adaptable to the specific needs and traditions of different academic
fields. The Notes-Bibliography system, for instance, is often favored in history and art history for its
ability to incorporate extensive commentary alongside citations.

The Notes-Bibliography System in Chicago Style
The Notes-Bibliography system is a cornerstone of Chicago style, particularly for scholars in the
humanities. This system involves using numbered notes—either footnotes at the bottom of the page
or endnotes at the end of the document—to cite sources. Each note corresponds to a superscript
number in the text. Alongside these notes, a comprehensive bibliography is required, listing all the
sources cited in the notes, as well as any other consulted sources that significantly informed the
research.

This method allows for detailed source attribution and can also be used to include supplementary
information, commentary, or digressions that might disrupt the flow of the main text. It’s a system
that prioritizes clarity for the reader in understanding the provenance of every piece of information
and argument presented.

In-Text Citations with Notes
When using the Notes-Bibliography system, you indicate a citation by placing a superscript Arabic
numeral immediately after the relevant passage, punctuation mark, or word. This number then
corresponds to an entry in your notes. For example, a sentence might end with "...a pivotal moment
in the revolution.²" The corresponding footnote or endnote would then provide the full citation details.
The first time a source is cited, the note provides complete bibliographic information. Subsequent
citations of the same source are generally shortened.



Footnotes vs. Endnotes
While both serve the same purpose of linking in-text citations to detailed source information, the
placement differs. Footnotes appear at the bottom of the page where the citation is made, offering
immediate reference for the reader. Endnotes are compiled at the end of the chapter or document.
The choice between footnotes and endnotes is often a matter of personal preference or specific
journal/publisher guidelines, though footnotes can sometimes be preferred for their immediacy in
print publications.

The Bibliography
The bibliography is an alphabetical list of all the sources referenced in the notes. It serves as a
valuable resource for readers who wish to explore the research further. The format of each entry in
the bibliography mirrors, with slight differences, the information provided in the first note for that
source. Consistency in formatting within the bibliography is paramount. It is typically organized
alphabetically by the author’s last name, with entries for authors with the same last name sorted
alphabetically by their first name.

Formatting Notes and Bibliography Entries
The exact formatting for notes and bibliography entries varies depending on the type of source (book,
journal article, website, etc.). For a book, a footnote might look like: "1. John Smith, The History of
Chicago (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2020), 45." The corresponding bibliography entry
would be: "Smith, John. The History of Chicago. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2020." The key
differences are the order of names (last name first in bibliography), the use of periods versus
commas, and the absence of the page number for the initial citation in the bibliography entry unless
it's a specific chapter or essay.

The Author-Date System in Chicago Style
The Author-Date system, also part of The Chicago Manual of Style, offers an alternative to the Notes-
Bibliography system. This approach is more common in some social sciences and natural sciences
and shares similarities with other author-date styles like APA. It features brief parenthetical citations
in the text, which include the author's last name and the year of publication, and a corresponding
reference list at the end of the document that contains full bibliographic details for all cited works.

This system is often favored for its conciseness and the direct link it provides between the in-text
reference and the full source information, facilitating quick checks for readers. The focus is on
immediately informing the reader about the origin and date of the cited information.

In-Text Citations with Author-Date
In the Author-Date system, parenthetical citations are placed within the text, usually at the end of a
sentence or clause, enclosed in parentheses. The standard format includes the author's last name and
the year of publication. For example: (Smith 2020). If the author's name is mentioned in the text, only



the year needs to be included in the parentheses: Smith argues that... (2020).

Page Numbers in Parenthetical Citations
When referring to a specific passage or quotation, page numbers are essential and should be included
in the parenthetical citation. The format for this is typically: (Smith 2020, 45) for a single page, or
(Smith 2020, 45–47) for a range of pages. This allows readers to pinpoint the exact location of the
information within the source.

The Reference List
The reference list, placed at the end of the document, is an alphabetical compilation of all sources
cited in the text. Each entry provides complete bibliographic information, enabling readers to locate
and consult the original works. The organization and formatting of the reference list are crucial for its
usability. It is alphabetized by the author’s last name.

Formatting Author-Date Entries
The formatting of reference list entries in the Author-Date system is similar to that of the bibliography
in the Notes-Bibliography system, but with a key difference in the order of elements for in-text
citation purposes. A typical book entry in the reference list would be: Smith, John. 2020. The History of
Chicago. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. Notice the year of publication immediately follows the
author's name, facilitating the author-date parenthetical referencing.

Crafting a Literature Review in Chicago Style
A literature review is a critical survey of scholarly sources on a specific topic. It provides an overview,
summary, and evaluation of current knowledge. When written in Chicago style, the aim is to
synthesize existing research, identify gaps, and establish the context for your own study, all while
adhering to the chosen citation system.

Whether using Notes-Bibliography or Author-Date, the principles of clear attribution and organization
remain paramount. The literature review demonstrates your familiarity with the relevant scholarly
conversation and your ability to engage with it effectively. It sets the stage for your research by
showing what has already been done and how your work contributes to the field.

Identifying Relevant Literature
The first step in any literature review is to identify the most pertinent scholarly sources. This involves
thorough research using academic databases, library catalogs, and bibliographies of key texts. For
Chicago style, this initial search will lay the groundwork for your citations. You'll be looking for books,
journal articles, dissertations, and other scholarly publications that directly address your research
question or topic.



Organizing and Synthesizing Information
Once literature is gathered, it needs to be organized and synthesized. This means not just
summarizing each source, but critically evaluating its arguments, methodologies, and findings, and
then identifying themes, connections, and discrepancies among the sources. In Chicago style, this
organization will directly impact how you present your citations. You might group sources by theme,
chronology, or methodological approach. Each point of synthesis will require proper citation.

Integrating Citations Seamlessly
Regardless of which Chicago system you employ, integrating citations smoothly into the narrative is
essential. In the Notes-Bibliography system, this means ensuring your superscript numbers are
correctly placed and your notes accurately reflect the source. For the Author-Date system,
parenthetical citations should be placed logically within sentences to avoid disrupting the flow of your
prose. The goal is to inform the reader of the source without distracting them from the content.

Demonstrating Scholarly Engagement
A strong literature review doesn't just list sources; it demonstrates active engagement with them.
This involves analyzing, comparing, contrasting, and critiquing the existing scholarship. Your Chicago
style citations are the evidence of this engagement. By meticulously documenting every idea or
finding that originates from another scholar, you show respect for intellectual property and build
credibility for your own arguments. The bibliography or reference list at the end serves as a
testament to the breadth and depth of your research.

Common Challenges and Solutions in Chicago Style
Navigating the intricacies of any citation style can present challenges, and Chicago is no exception.
Common issues often arise with less common source types, variations in formatting, and ensuring
absolute consistency. Being aware of these potential pitfalls can help you avoid them and produce a
polished, accurate academic paper.

Understanding common errors and knowing how to correct them is as important as knowing the rules
themselves. Many resources, including the official CMOS manual and university writing centers, offer
guidance on these specific issues. The key is to approach citation with diligence and attention to
detail.

Handling Diverse Source Types
Academic research often involves a wide array of sources beyond books and journal articles, such as
websites, interviews, conference proceedings, and unpublished manuscripts. Each of these requires
specific formatting for citations in Chicago style. For example, citing a website involves noting the
author, title, website name, publication date, and URL. Consulting CMOS or a reliable guide is crucial
for the correct format of each unique source type.



Ensuring Consistency
Perhaps the most significant challenge is maintaining absolute consistency in formatting across all
your citations and bibliographic entries. This includes punctuation, capitalization, and the order of
elements. Whether you choose the Notes-Bibliography or Author-Date system, apply its rules
uniformly. A style sheet or a checklist can be invaluable for tracking your formatting choices and
ensuring adherence to the chosen system.

Quoting vs. Paraphrasing
Both direct quotations and paraphrased ideas require proper citation in Chicago style. For direct
quotations, ensure they are enclosed in quotation marks (or formatted as block quotes if longer than
four lines) and accompanied by a citation that includes the page number. Paraphrasing, while not
requiring quotation marks, still necessitates a citation to acknowledge the origin of the idea. Failure to
cite paraphrased material is considered plagiarism.

Dealing with Multiple Authors
Citing works with multiple authors requires specific attention. For two authors, both names are
typically listed in the citation. For three or more authors, Chicago style often recommends listing only
the first author followed by "et al." (and others) in both notes and the bibliography/reference list.
However, the exact convention can sometimes depend on the specific edition of CMOS or publisher
preferences.

Best Practices for Chicago Style Academic Writing
Adhering to Chicago style academic writing literature best practices involves more than just knowing
the rules; it’s about integrating them into your workflow to produce a high-quality, credible academic
output. These practices emphasize clarity, accuracy, and scholarly integrity, ensuring your work is
both professional and easily understood by your readers.

By adopting a systematic approach to research and writing, you can streamline the citation process
and enhance the overall impact of your scholarship. These practices are designed to make your
engagement with existing literature robust and your own contributions clear and well-supported.

Utilize the Official Manual and Reliable Resources
The most authoritative source for Chicago style is The Chicago Manual of Style itself. However, its
comprehensive nature can make it daunting. Supplementing it with university writing center guides,
reputable online style resources, and annotated examples relevant to your discipline can be
extremely helpful. These resources often break down complex rules into more digestible formats.



Start Citation Early and Cite Continuously
One of the most effective strategies is to create citations as you write, rather than trying to add them
all at the end. This means noting down source details immediately when you take notes or encounter
information you intend to use. This continuous approach minimizes the risk of forgetting sources or
misplacing information, preventing a last-minute scramble that often leads to errors.

Maintain a Master List of Sources
Keep a running list or database of all the sources you consult. Even if you don't end up citing every
source, having this master list can be a lifesaver if you need to track down information or verify
details. This list forms the basis of your final bibliography or reference list.

Proofread Carefully for Citation Errors
After completing the main content of your paper, dedicate significant time to proofreading specifically
for citation errors. Check that every superscript number in the notes corresponds to an entry in your
bibliography, that every parenthetical citation has a matching entry in your reference list, and that
the formatting for all notes, bibliography entries, and parenthetical citations is consistent and
accurate according to Chicago style guidelines.

Seek Feedback on Citations
If possible, have a peer, mentor, or writing center consultant review your citations. A fresh pair of
eyes can often spot inconsistencies or errors that you might have overlooked. Constructive feedback
on your Chicago style application can significantly improve the clarity and professionalism of your
work.

Conclusion
Mastering Chicago style academic writing literature is an investment in the clarity, credibility, and
integrity of your scholarly endeavors. Whether you opt for the detailed commentary of the Notes-
Bibliography system or the direct referencing of the Author-Date system, a deep understanding of its
principles will serve you well. By diligently applying these guidelines, meticulously citing your sources,
and consistently reviewing your work, you can confidently present your research within the
established conventions of academic discourse. The ability to engage with and properly attribute
existing scholarship is a hallmark of rigorous academic practice.

Q: What is the primary difference between the Notes-
Bibliography and Author-Date systems in Chicago style?
A: The primary difference lies in how sources are cited within the text and presented in the reference
section. The Notes-Bibliography system uses numbered footnotes or endnotes for in-text citations and
a separate bibliography at the end. The Author-Date system uses brief parenthetical citations in the



text (author, year) and a reference list at the end that includes full bibliographic details.

Q: Which academic disciplines typically use Chicago style for
their literature?
A: Chicago style is most commonly used in the humanities, such as history, literature, and art history.
However, it is also employed in some social sciences and other fields, particularly when the Notes-
Bibliography system is preferred for its flexibility in incorporating commentary.

Q: How do I cite a source that has no author in Chicago style?
A: If a source has no author, you begin the citation with the title of the work. For the Notes-
Bibliography system, the title will appear in the note, and the bibliography entry will also start with
the title. For the Author-Date system, the title will be used in place of the author's name in the
parenthetical citation and at the beginning of the reference list entry.

Q: Is it acceptable to mix the Notes-Bibliography system and
the Author-Date system within the same document?
A: No, it is crucial to choose one system and use it consistently throughout your entire document.
Mixing the two systems will create confusion and violate the fundamental principles of citation style.

Q: What is the significance of the "et al." abbreviation in
Chicago style?
A: "Et al." is a Latin abbreviation meaning "and others." In Chicago style, it is typically used in
citations when a work has three or more authors. Instead of listing all author names, you list the first
author's last name followed by "et al." to keep the citations concise.

Q: How should I format a DOI (Digital Object Identifier) in
Chicago style?
A: When available, a DOI should be included in citations for online journal articles and other digital
resources. It is typically presented as a URL, starting with "https://doi.org/". For example:
https://doi.org/10.1086/712345.

Q: What are the rules for citing a chapter in an edited book in
Chicago style?
A: To cite a chapter in an edited book using the Notes-Bibliography system, the note typically includes
the chapter author's name, the chapter title, the book title, the editor(s), and the page numbers for
the chapter, followed by publication information. The bibliography entry follows a similar structure.
For the Author-Date system, the reference list entry is formatted accordingly.



Q: How do I cite a website in Chicago style?
A: Citing a website involves providing the author (if known), the title of the specific page or document,
the name of the website, the publication or last updated date (if available), and the URL. If no date is
available, you may use "n.d." (no date). Access dates are generally not required unless the content is
likely to change frequently and there's no archival version.
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